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This book is for my late brother, 


who very vaguely inspired the idea. 


I think he would be tickled that I 


thought of him as I wrote the story.


 




Chapter 1


 


JORDAN BALDWIN opened the door to his apartment and stepped out into the hallway. At just that moment, he heard the soft sound of a nearby door squeaking very slightly on its hinges, so he looked up and to his right. Someone was indeed opening the door to the apartment directly next to his. But he didn’t bother to wait long enough to see who the new tenant might be. Instead he merely turned back to his own door to lock the deadbolt. Out of habit, Jordan tested the doorknob to make sure the door was locked before turning to his left and heading for the elevator.


The faint squeak of a door and then an odd soft tapping sound behind caused him to turn back toward the neighbor’s door, and what he saw definitely caught his attention this time. The first thing Jordan noticed was an extraordinarily handsome man behind him holding a long white cane. He seemed to be using it to get his bearings or perhaps to help maintain his balance as he entered the hall from his apartment, tapping lightly all around him.


Secondly, Jordan couldn’t help but almost gasp at the beauty of the man. The guy had smartly groomed, very full and stylishly cut brown hair, brilliant green eyes that were haunting but apparently sightless, a striking square jaw, and full, sensuous lips. He looked to be a couple of inches shorter than Jordan, which made him around five feet ten inches tall. Jordan would have guessed the man to be about his own age, somewhere in his midtwenties.


Damn. That fucker is really hot! I wouldn’t mind guiding him straight into my bedroom. But I doubt if I could be lucky enough for him to be gay—not something looking that delicious… and living right next door, too. Keeping those thoughts to himself, Jordan strolled over to introduce himself.


“Hello. You must be my new neighbor,” Jordan called as he walked up.


“Not really. I broke into this place, but I couldn’t see anything worth stealing. You won’t tell anyone, will you?” The guy was grinning mischievously.


Jordan laughed, even though he wasn’t sure if he should, considering the guy was blind. “I won’t tell if you won’t!”


“Huh? What do you mean?”


“I’m a private investigator. I just broke into the place next to yours to get information for a client. I’m trying to find out if the guy who lives there is gay!”


“Oh really. And you don’t mind telling me this?”


“Well, when I saw your cane I figured you wouldn’t describe me to the police. Or identify me later.”


The man laughed back at Jordan. “I’ll tell you what, mister… uh….”


“Baldwin. My name is Jordan Baldwin.” He reached out and sought the man’s hand to shake it.


“Okay, Jordan Baldwin. I’ll help you out. When I meet the man who lives there, I’ll try to seduce him. Then if I have any luck, I’ll let you know if he’s gay. How’s that?”


Jordan laughed again. “That’s so very kind of you. I really do appreciate it. But how will I get in touch with you? Other than doing a Google search for extremely handsome burglars.”


The man propped his cane against his waist, reached into his shirt pocket, and withdrew a leather card case. He took out a business card and held it out in the direction of the voice he was hearing.


“My card. You can call me… anytime.” The guy smiled, showing beautiful sparkling teeth framed by very kissable lips. The guy’s perfect face made Jordan’s heart jump an extra beat or two.


Jordan took the card and examined it. “Grant Heathman. Hmmm. I assume the phone number here is a cell phone?”


“Yes. Odd, isn’t it, for a burglar to hand out a business card to a break-in artist. Uh, I mean to a private investigator.”


“I guess I didn’t fool you, then.”


“No more than I fooled you with my goofy story. Shall we start again?”


“Sure. Hi there. My name is Jordan Baldwin, and I’m your gay next door neighbor.”


“Hello. I’m Grant Heathman, and I’m your new gay prospect in the building. It’s nice to meet you!”


“Right. Prospect? I like how you put that. Well anyway, the pleasure is all mine, I assure you.”


They shook hands again.


“If you don’t mind my asking, do you always make your… uh, sexual orientation… known to a stranger? I wonder why you would trust me with that information.”


Jordan smiled, knowing Grant didn’t know he did. “Well, I think that sometimes when you meet a person, you just get an inkling of that person’s essence. Do you know what I mean?”


“Not exactly. Explain it some more.” Grant reached out with his right hand, found the hallway wall, and scooted over to lean against it as though he were settling in for more of this visit with his neighbor. He smiled and faced the general direction of Jordan’s voice.


Jordan felt a little tingle of excitement run down his spine so he walked slowly toward Grant and stopped a few feet away. “Not to startle you, but I moved closer so we don’t have to shout. Well, actually I just wanted to get nearer to you. You sort of draw me like you’re a magnet or something.”


Grant giggled. “I don’t think anyone ever used that line before. But back to what you were saying about a person’s essence?”


“I almost forgot what I was talking about, but it was something like this. I think many times you can tell if someone is honest or trustworthy, just from first impressions. Not always, of course, and I’m not saying my intuition, if you want to call it that, is infallible. Maybe you could say that certain vibes, as people used to say, pop out from a person. It’s just an impression that’s sometimes accurate but sometimes not. Does that all sound pretty wacky to you?”


Grant laughed. “Not wacky. Very interesting, though. I think it goes a little bit beyond that. Maybe a sort of instant rapport goes along with it. Yes?”


“We’re overexplaining all this. I just meant to say I felt like I could tell you I’m gay because—and pardon my being so blunt—you’re so sincere-looking, not to mention handsome, that I just decided to lay it on the line that I was interested in getting to know you.”


“That’s a very round-about way of expressing why I did the same thing and confided in you. I hope we’re both not too trusting.”


“Let’s call it an act of faith and let it go at that.”


“Agreed. And now to change the subject a bit… I hope I’m not keeping you from any pressing business,” Grant said as he straightened up and edged slightly away from the wall.


“Not really. I was just about to leave for work, but I’m leaving pretty early so I’m not especially in a hurry.”


“Oh? Where do you work?”


“At a coffee shop a few blocks from here. I was going in early today so I could enjoy a latte or something before my shift. What are you up to today?”


“As you already know, I’m new to the building so I was going to explore a bit. To find my way around, you know. I need to count the number of steps from my door to the elevator, and the number of steps from the elevator to the door of the building, things like that.”


“So you’re not rushing to go somewhere right now?”


“No. Why do you ask?”


“I was thinking that you and I could go to my workplace and have a cup of coffee… and maybe start getting to know each other a little better. At the very least, you can count steps and learn how to get to a great coffee place.”


Grant smiled again. “You know, I think that’s an excellent idea. You sure you wouldn’t mind my tagging along?”


“Well, it is quite a heavy burden to have a knock-down gorgeous gay man following me around, but we all have our crosses to bear.” Immediately Jordan was sorry he’d said that last part. “Hey, I shouldn’t have said that business about crosses to bear. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. That was pretty insensitive of me.”


Grant shook his head. “Are you kidding? Don’t let my blindness be the most important thing about me. If I took stuff like that seriously and got my feelings hurt all the time, I would be in pain almost constantly. I know it was just an expression—so don’t start off our friendship apologizing for everything. That really would make me feel bad.”


“Okay. It’s a deal. I’ll treat you just like everyone else. But fair warning… that’ll make you sorry!”


Grant chuckled. “That’s fine with me. Surely you don’t think because I’m blind I’m a nice person! You better watch out for yourself, gay neighbor.”


Jordan laughed. “Then let’s get going.” He reached down for Grant’s hand, but Grant quickly drew it back.


“No. Don’t help me get down the hall. I have to learn to do it without any assistance from anyone. Just walk along with me while I start counting steps to myself. Now I need to start counting again from where I left off when the burglar next door accosted me….”


Jordan stifled a laugh and watched as the man reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a pair of really dark sunglasses that he put on as they started down the hall.


 


 


GRINDER’S CHOICE at this hour of the morning was not as busy as it had been an hour earlier, since many patrons had already rushed off to work with their carryout coffee treasures. Nor was it as busy as it would be when the lunch hour arrived a bit later. Jordan and Grant hadn’t had any trouble finding a table near the windows facing the street, still busy with morning traffic.


Jordan took a sip of his brew and gazed across the table at his good-looking new friend.


“You’re staring,” Grant said with a half-smile. “I can tell by your silence.”


“Oh you can, huh? How do you know I’m not searching through the windows to see if there are any handsome hunks going down the street?”


“Okay. Point taken. I was just guessing. And after all you did say this table faces the street.”


“Well, you were right. I was doing some visual cruising, but I was admiring you. And… uh, well, I was wondering—”


“You were wondering if I’d always been blind. Is that it?”


“I’d say you were psychic, but I have a feeling you’ve been asked that question before… maybe once or twice.”


The half-smile widened. “That’s right. People tend to ask me the same questions when we meet. And the answer is no. This blindness is fairly new for me. It happened a little over two years ago.” Grant took a sip of his coffee.


“Is it okay for me to ask what happened to you?”


“Sure. It was a car accident. I was driving home from my college graduation one night and got hit by a driver under the influence, as they say. Alcohol related, of course. I banged my head pretty good, and this is the result of the impact.”


Jordan sat silently for a moment. “Wow. I’m so sorry, Grant.” He reached out and wrapped his hand around Grant’s that still held the paper coffee container.


Grant smiled. “It’s okay. That’s just the way it goes. Please don’t feel sorry for me. I’ve done enough of that for myself since it happened—and sometimes I still do. But I’m getting a lot better… at least I think I am anyway.”


“You sure don’t look like you’ve been in a serious accident. You look very yummy to me.” Jordan paused as he suddenly felt his face growing warmer. “Is it going too far to say something like that? I’m not trying to patronize you or anything.”


Grant laughed softly. “Don’t worry about it. You don’t have to walk on eggshells around me. I didn’t take it that way at all. And thanks for the compliment… but are you usually this forward with a guy… especially a gay guy… you just met?”


“Hmmm. Now that you mention it, I guess I’m not.”


“Maybe it’s because you know I can’t see you. Is that right?”


“Wow. I hadn’t thought about that. You could have hit it. I’m sorry if I offended you, but you really are something to look at.”


Grant blushed this time. “Could we please talk about something else?”


“Would it be all right if I ask you just one more question?” Without waiting for an answer, Jordan continued. “Not to belabor the point, but is there anything that can be done about your vision?”
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