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“You didn’t like your drink?” the waiter, Zach, asked when he saw both glasses in front of Brent.

 

“It was a little strong for me,” Navashen said. “Could the bartender make me a… what was it you suggested, Brent?”

 

“A greyhound,” Brent said. “But only if you have fresh grapefruit juice. Not the canned kind.”

 

“We have fresh juice,” Zach assured them. “I will get that order in now. Enjoy your appetizer.”

 

“Thanks.”

 

Navashen turned back to Brent. “Are you sure you won’t get tired of helping me figure these things out?”

 

Brent smiled mischievously. “I like helping you figure things out. I like being the first to show you things.” He brushed his fingers over the back of Navashen’s hand. “It makes me wonder what other firsts we’ll share.”

 

Navashen shivered. The simple touch of Brent’s hand shouldn’t have been so erotic, but it hit him harder than anything he’d done with previous lovers. He swallowed hard. “I’m sure we can come up with something.”

 

Brent grinned, fast and feral. “I’m sure we can.”




A Matchless Man

 

By Ariel Tachna

 

Lexington Lovers

 

Growing up poorer than poor didn’t leave Navashen Bhattathiri many options for life outside of school. All of his concentration was on keeping his scholarships. Sixteen years later, he’s fulfilled his dream and become a doctor. Now he’s returning home to Lexington and is ready to prove himself to the world. In doing so, he reconnects with Brent Carpenter—high school classmate, real estate agent, all-around great guy… and closet matchmaker.

Brent makes it his mission to help Navashen develop a social life and meet available, interesting men. Unfortunately Navashen’s schedule is unpredictable, and few of those available, interesting men value his dedication like Brent does. Brent’s unfailing friendship and support convince Navashen he’s the one, but can he capture Brent’s heart when the matchmaker is focused on finding Navashen another man?




To my mother, who answered all my questions about how Lexington has changed since I moved away, and to my husband, who answers all my medical questions with never-ending patience.




Chapter One

 

 

“RECTOR Hayden Realtors, this is Brent Carpenter. How can I help you?”

“Hello, yes, my name is Navashen Bhattathiri. I don’t know if you remember me—”

“Navashen, of course I remember you. You don’t forget the man who beat you out of valedictorian by one thousandth of a point. What are you up to these days?”

Navashen took a deep breath and relaxed. He could do this. He was moving home, not moving to some strange city like he’d done four times already. He had… acquaintances in Lexington, if not friends. Everything would be fine. “I’m actually moving back to Lexington. I took a job at UK Chandler Hospital in the NICU.”

“Oh, the little babies! That takes some courage. Not everybody can work with the preemies.”

“It’s always been my dream,” Navashen replied. “Anyway, I remembered you saying at the last reunion that you were in real estate, so I was hoping you could help me relocate.”

“That’s what I do best,” Brent replied. “Tell me what you’re looking for, and we’ll find something that suits.”

“I don’t even know. I’ve never looked at property before. I moved around so much from med school to residency to fellowship that it wasn’t worth it.” And before that, his parents had bounced from one HUD apartment to another as their ability to pay fluctuated.

“No problem. We can figure it out. Are you thinking condo/townhouse or free-standing home?”

Navashen knew the answer to that one. “Free-standing home.” He’d had enough of apartment living to last a lifetime. He wanted his own four walls and a yard between him and his closest neighbors, even if that meant paying a lawn service to keep it up while he was at the hospital.

“Is it just you or do you have a family to take into consideration?” Brent asked. “How important are school districts going to be?”

“It’s just me.” It had taken Navashen until college to put a name to his sexuality, mostly because he hadn’t had time to think about it, what with fighting to keep his top spot so he could get the scholarships that would allow him to go to college and on to medical school. He hadn’t brought anyone with him to the ten-year class reunion because he hadn’t had anyone to bring, so it was anyone’s guess if Brent—or anyone at home—knew he was gay. “Although my parents aren’t getting any younger.” And then there was his brother, but that was touch-and-go. He needed to get Akshat out from under his parents’ thumb, but Navashen wasn’t sure his mother was ready to let go.

“So three bedrooms? Yours, a guest room that could be your parents’ one day, and a room you can use as an office. You need a retreat that isn’t your bedroom.”

“Better make it four, just to be safe.”

“Planning ahead for a family?” Brent asked.

“In a way,” Navashen said. “My brother will probably never be able to live on his own. I’d rather have him with me than in an institution where he’d be a case file for some overworked social worker. He’d probably move in before my parents would.”

“That’s right. I always forget you have a brother. He’s so much younger than us, he was never around.”

Navashen’s mother hadn’t let him go anywhere, but that was another discussion entirely. Brent’s reaction warmed him, focusing as it did only on Akshat’s age, not his disabilities.

“Yeah, nine years is a big difference when you’re in high school.”

“That it is. My closest sister is eight years older than me.”

“I didn’t know you had a sister,” Navashen said. He and Brent had been friendly in school but hardly close. Navashen had been too focused on his schoolwork and too embarrassed about his living situation to have close friends.

“Actually I have three,” Brent said. “They’re all quite a bit older, so they were in high school, or even college, by the time you and I met. I have nephews in high school now, if you can believe it.”

Navashen laughed even as the memory of the first time he’d seen Brent rushed through him. He’d been seven years old, newly arrived in the US from India and feeling completely out of place. His parents had dropped him off at school the first morning, leaving him to struggle with meeting his classmates. Not two minutes later, Brent had come up, a friendly smile on his face. That smile had eased his transition and helped him through the year. They hadn’t been instant best friends, but it had been enough, and the memory was the one bright spot in an otherwise difficult transition. “Feeling old yet?”

“No, but I sure like to tease my sisters about getting older,” Brent replied.

Navashen could picture the sharp grin on his face, completely different than the one he often graced Navashen with. Navashen might have envied him the blond hair and blue eyes that made him a favorite if Brent hadn’t been such a genuinely nice guy. He hadn’t been as muscular as the football players or as tall as the basketball players, but his time on the marching band field had kept him reasonably fit. That wasn’t what Navashen thought of when he remembered Brent, though. Brent had also been the one with a smart reply to everything, and that grin was burned in Navashen’s memory. He never joined in the barbed exchanges, but he had enjoyed watching Brent get the better of his verbal adversaries on a regular basis. Too many of their classmates had believed brawn trumped brains. Brent had taken great pleasure in proving them wrong. Repeatedly.

“I’m sure they appreciate that.”

“Oh, about as much as you’d imagine,” Brent replied. “But we’re getting off track. Four bedrooms, what else? Any area of town in particular you want to look at?”

“I’m going to be working long hours at least one week a month, so I don’t want to be way out in the newer areas. Downtown, Chevy Chase, the area around Ashland, somewhere like that.”

“Those are older homes. Doesn’t mean they aren’t nice, but you’re probably looking at higher prices and more maintenance than in a newer house. But I get the issue with the commute. Lexington has grown a lot since we graduated. If you live out in Hartland or Greenbrier Estates, you could be looking at a forty-five-minute commute. But you’d get a bigger house for less money. The other option would be to look in the Glendover/Lansdowne area. The houses are a little newer but still old enough to have some charm, and you could take Nicholasville Road into town and be at the hospital in fifteen to twenty minutes most mornings.”

It wasn’t quite the area of town he’d imagined living in when he’d been in high school, desperately trying to pretend he didn’t live on Short Street, but he remembered that area. He’d been invited to a birthday party there once. The trees that shaded the street had formed a canopy overhead. He could live like that.

“That would work too,” he told Brent.

“Are you near a computer?” Brent asked. “I could send you some links. The pictures won’t be perfect, but it would let you look, and you could give me feedback now. That way I can line up a set of homes for you to look at that match your preferences and save time when you come in to look. Do you know when that will be?”

“I’m scheduled to start work on August 1. I finish up here in Minnesota on June 30, so I have a month to make the move and get settled in the new house, but I’d like to spend most of that moving in and unpacking rather than still looking for a house. When should I start looking?”

“It’s never too soon to start. We can set the closing date for early July regardless of when you put in your offer. That doesn’t mean the sellers will be willing to wait, but if not, we’ll look at other properties.”

“I have a long weekend at the beginning of March. Would that work?”

“Definitely. You didn’t answer me about the computer. Can I send you some links?”

“Sure,” Navashen said. He gave Brent his e-mail address and opened his browser so he could see what Brent sent him.

“This first one is a little on the pricey side,” Brent said. “I’ll send you the names of a couple of banks. They can get you a mortgage quote so you’ll have an idea of what you can afford. I’m sending this one, though, because it’s in Ashland Park, right down in Chevy Chase. I want you to see the house, but also the price.”

Navashen clicked on the link and flinched when he saw the $1.2 million price tag on the Colonial Revival house with a beautiful porch and huge upstairs balcony. He’d take it in a second if it weren’t so expensive. “It’s beautiful. It has so much character, nothing like the cookie-cutter houses in the newer subdivisions, but that’s outside my price range, I’m sure. Is it hopeless to live that far in town?”

“No,” Brent said. “Here’s one in Woodland Park, actually closer in to town, although that may not put you closer to the hospital. It’s also a historic home, since that’s what you seem interested in, and it’s much more reasonable.”

It was amazing. The website said it was walking distance from the University of Kentucky, and it was a third the price of the other one. “Does the lower price mean something’s wrong with it?”

“No. It’s smaller, not as many bathrooms, not as much land,” Brent said. “But take a look at this next one. Completely different feel, in the Lansdowne area. A little newer, brick exterior, which means less maintenance, bigger yard. You could go in Tates Creek to Alumni and across to the hospital. It wouldn’t be walking distance, but it’s bigger, newer, and less expensive.”

“You think I should take that one,” Navashen said.

“No, not necessarily, and certainly not without looking in other areas too. But you told me you hadn’t really thought about it before now, so I’m sharing pros and cons for all the houses I show you. If I see something that’s truly a red flag, I’ll tell you. Otherwise, the fact that I’m sending them to you says I think they’re worth considering. If you want brick but in a more historic district, we can look at Fairway or Kenwick. There are always other options. I just want you to consider all of them before you make a decision.”

“This is going to sound silly, but I used to ride through Ashland Park and that area on the bus, and living there represented the pinnacle of success. The Lansdowne house is nice. I’m sure I would be very happy there, but I’m not looking for a starter home that I’m going to sell in a few years and move into something bigger. I’m coming home and putting down roots, and I want to do it in the house I plan to spend the rest of my life in.”

“Then we’ll find that house,” Brent said quietly. “Give me a couple of days to pull together a set of listings now that I have a better idea what you’re looking for. We’ll start by eliminating the ones you can tell won’t suit, and then when you come into town, we’ll check out the others and find the one for you. If you let me know as soon as you have dates, I’ll block that time out completely so we can get it done while you’re here.”

Navashen hadn’t lived in Lexington in sixteen years, and he was sure a lot had changed. Four years at Miami of Ohio, four years in med school at Baylor, three years of pediatrics residency in Seattle, three years of fellowship in Philadelphia, and two years as a clinician at Mayo. It had been worth it, giving him the experience and the confidence to come back and take the job at UK, but he was ready to be home. He was ready to show the people who’d doubted him that he had what it took and was more than just some poor immigrant kid determined to take everything he could get and give nothing in return. His teachers had never said it to his face, but he’d heard plenty from his classmates and their parents when they thought he wasn’t listening.

“I really appreciate it,” Navashen said. “It’s been a long time coming, but I’m finally moving home.”




Chapter Two

 

 

ON a Thursday in early March, Navashen checked into the Hyatt in downtown Lexington, refusing to feel guilty for staying in a hotel when his parents lived only a couple of miles away. They didn’t have a bed for him, and he didn’t feel like sharing with Akshat. He was moving back to Lexington, but he was moving into a different way of life. He’d take them with him if he could, but he wouldn’t start his tenure there in his parents’ dingy apartment. Especially not since the hospital was paying for his hotel room.

He left his bags in the room, washed his face and hands quickly, and pulled out his cell phone. Brent had said to call as soon as he was settled so they could make arrangements to start looking at houses right away. They only had four days, and Navashen wanted to wrap everything up while he was here if he could.

“Brent Carpenter.”

“Hi, Brent. It’s Navashen. I’m at the hotel.”

“Welcome to Lexington! If you want to start today, there are a couple of houses that are empty, so we don’t have to schedule appointments at specific times. We could look at those this afternoon,” Brent said.

“I’m ready,” Navashen replied.

“Great. I’ll meet you in front of the Hyatt in fifteen minutes. My car has a Rector Hayden decal on it, so I’ll be easy to recognize.”

“It hasn’t been that long. I still remember what you look like,” Navashen said with a smile.

He wouldn’t admit it to Brent, but after their call and ensuing e-mails, he’d looked Brent up on Facebook. The silent thrill he’d gotten seeing Brent on a self-proclaimed date with a man would be his secret, especially since the next post a few days later was a date with a woman.

Navashen checked his briefcase to make sure he had his wallet, phone, and a notebook to keep track of any houses they saw, and headed down to the lobby to wait for Brent. It was warmer in Lexington than in Minnesota, but it wasn’t so warm that he wanted to stand outside until close to the time Brent would arrive.

He sat where he could see the driveway and pulled out the case files for a baby in Mayo’s NICU. The poor thing would need at least one heart surgery, possibly two, before he’d be able to go home, but he wasn’t strong enough yet to survive the surgery, and Navashen was determined to figure out why.

He’d read through the fellow’s notes and was making a list of questions when he saw a black van with the Rector Hayden logo on the side pull up. He tucked the papers away for consideration later and went out to meet Brent.

Brent hopped out of the driver’s seat and came around to greet him. “It’s good to see you, Navashen. It’s been too long. We didn’t get a chance to talk much at the reunion a few years ago. You have to tell me everything you’ve been up to since we graduated.”

“That’s not a short story.”

“We have four days,” Brent said with an easy smile. “Come on. Get in and we’ll head to the first house I think you’ll like. And you can start filling me in while I drive.”

Navashen climbed in and stashed his briefcase behind his seat. He would pull the pad out for notes when they got to the first house. “I already told you I studied neonatology. I’m not sure what else you want to know.”

“Everything,” Brent said. “Where are you now? Where did you go after you left Lexington? You didn’t go to UK, but I don’t even know where you did go.”

“Miami of Ohio for undergrad,” Navashen said. “They offered me a scholarship. I couldn’t turn it down.”

Brent pulled onto High Street and headed past Rupp Arena. Navashen hadn’t attended UK, but you couldn’t grow up in Lexington and not be a Cats fan. He’d never been able to afford tickets, but Fayette County Schools gave tickets to the top students in the class once a year. Those games were a cherished memory, one of the few times his parents’ lack of income hadn’t kept him from attending an extracurricular event.

“Of course you couldn’t,” Brent said. “Why do you think I went to UK? You gotta go where the money is. So four years at Miami, premed, I assume, top of your class. Fraternity? Or was it Phi Beta Kappa?”

Navashen shuddered at the thought of the frat parties he’d successfully avoided for four years. “Phi Beta Kappa. Could you really see me in a fraternity?”

“No, but you never know. People change,” Brent said.

“Not that much.”

Brent laughed. “It’s good to know you’re the same Navashen I remember.”

“What about you?” Navashen asked. “Did you join a fraternity? I wouldn’t have pegged that as your style either.”

“Alpha Phi Omega,” Brent said. “They aren’t just a social organization. They’re founded on service. That was what made the difference for me.”

“We had a chapter. I remember the name, but it wasn’t for me.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

Brent might say that, but Navashen had felt the pressure to join a fraternity. He just couldn’t see himself fitting into one, not least because he was gay. He’d spent some time with the GSA, but even that took more time away from his studies than he was willing to accept. Med school wasn’t cheap. He’d needed the grades to maintain the financial assistance.

“Where are we going first?” Navashen asked, not wanting to talk about himself anymore.

“South toward the Lansdowne area,” Brent said. “I know you liked the older homes closer in most, but I couldn’t get us into any of them today, so I figured we’d start with a few out that way. They’re within your price range and distance from the hospital. And all four of them have interesting features to them of one kind or another. Something that gives them character even without the age.”

Navashen reminded himself to keep an open mind. They might not be what he thought he was looking for, but they’d be good as a chance to see what was on the market, in case his dream house turned out to be less than perfect. “You grew up in that area, right?”

“Yes,” Brent said. “I was at Dunbar as part of the magnet program, not because I was in district.”

“Me too,” Navashen said. He’d given thanks repeatedly for the magnet program because it had kept him in the same school no matter how often his parents had to move. “So tell me about the area.”

“They’re mostly ranch homes, one or two stories, although frequently one story is a basement. With the hills, they’re often one story from the street with walk-out basements in the back,” Brent said. “Built in the late ’50s, early ’60s, for the most part. The ones we’re going to see have all been renovated since then, most of them in the past ten years, so the kitchens and bathrooms are updated. They all have at least four bedrooms and three full baths so that you aren’t fighting for the bathroom when you have to get to work. A couple have carpet in the basements, but they have hardwood floors upstairs. Honestly it gets cold enough in the winter that carpet is a plus in the basement, anyway.”

As they drove out Tates Creek, Navashen looked wistfully at the big old houses near Chevy Chase, but the price tag on the one Brent had shown him held him back. “You haven’t felt cold until you’ve spent a winter in Rochester,” Navashen said. “We had six feet of snow this year.”

“You win.” Brent flashed Navashen a wry grin. How many times had Brent looked at him that way when Navashen got a better score on a test? They had fallen back into their light rivalry so easily. It warmed him and brought an answering smile to his face.

“It’s not a competition anymore. We both made it.”

“So we did,” Brent agreed. He turned down Albany. “First house is down here on Sherwood. It’s a split-level, built into the side of a hill, so instead of having the walk-out basement in the back, it has the walk-out on the side. Brick, hardwood floors throughout, screened-in porch with the option of glassing it in for the winter. Flat driveway, which is unusual for this part of town, but it would definitely make getting in and out easier in the snow.”

They turned onto Sherwood and down the hill to the house with the For Sale sign in the front yard. The dark brick and asymmetrical design set the house apart from the others on the street and added a layer of interest that Navashen hadn’t expected to feel.

“Let’s go take a look.”

Brent let them into the house and fell in step beside Navashen as he wandered around. The entrance hall opened on one side to the living room and fed to the kitchen straight ahead. The oak hardwoods gleamed in the sunlight that poured through the bay window in the living room. A stone fireplace graced the far wall.

“Does the fireplace work?”

“It’s a wood fireplace, so as long as the chimney is in good shape, I see no reason why it wouldn’t,” Brent said. “It doesn’t look like it got a lot of use, but the notes on the house say there are two fireplaces. It could be they used the other one more. If you decide on this one, we can ask the inspector to make sure the chimney is in good condition.”

Navashen nodded and wandered into the kitchen. The cabinets, counters, and appliances all looked relatively new and in good condition, and the space was almost as big as some of the apartments he had lived in as a child. He could easily imagine his mother in here, whipping up palappam and chicken curry or chana masala and poori for dinner. The kitchen opened out onto a deck overlooking a big backyard with huge oak and maple trees. “I bet the yard is beautiful in summer.”

“Lots of shade,” Brent said. “That would make the deck usable on all but the hottest days. It also says there’s a built-in grill.” He pushed the sliding glass door open and stepped outside. “Come outside. You have got to see this.”

Navashen followed him outside. The deck had benches built into the railing all the way around and a huge outdoor kitchen against the wall. “Wow. That’s….”

“Yeah, a griller’s paradise,” Brent said.

Navashen had been to the occasional summer picnic, but hot dogs and hamburgers weren’t really his style. “I’m afraid it would go to waste if I lived here.”

“Not a selling point?”

Navashen shrugged. “It’s not a reason to say no, but I don’t see it getting a lot of use either.”

“Let’s go inside and take a look at the rest of the house.”

The rest of the kitchen level consisted of two bedrooms and a full bath, decent-size rooms with the same oak hardwoods. The previous owners had converted the upper level into a master suite, complete with sitting room and sauna tub. “You wouldn’t even need a separate office,” Brent said. “You could use the sitting room as an office if you wanted. That way you’d have an actual guest room even if your parents and your brother moved in.”

It would be space that was all his. He could shut the door at the top of the short stairs up to that level and no one would intrude. It sounded like heaven.

“There’s one more bedroom downstairs, I guess?”

“Let’s go see.”

The other half of the stairs up to the master suite led down to a full, finished basement with one bedroom, a full bath, and an open area that could be a family room or game room with the second fireplace at the far end.

“Or man cave,” Brent joked.

Navashen laughed. “Not my style either.”

“So what do you do for fun?” Brent asked. “You don’t grill. You don’t want a man cave. Surely you don’t work all the time.”

Navashen’s cheeks burned. “There hasn’t been a lot of time for anything but work and school. In residency, I was on call every fourth night. In fellowship it was every other night. And if you think being a brand-new doctor at Mayo is anything other than sixteen-hour days, six days a week, you haven’t thought it through.”

“Is it going to be like that here?” Brent asked with a frown.

“It shouldn’t be. For one thing, UK is only a level 3 NICU, not level 4 like at Mayo. It’s a regional hospital, not a national one. And I won’t be a first-year anything. I’ll see patients from nine to five three weeks out of four and be on call the fourth week. Those will be longer hours since I’ll be the one in charge of the NICU, but I should be able to come home in the evenings.”

“I really admire your dedication, man,” Brent said. “I work odd hours sometimes, depending on when my clients are available, but nothing like that.”

“It’s worth it,” Navashen said. “Every time we send a baby home with his or her parents, I remember why I do this.”

“Yeah, I can imagine.” Brent opened the door to the garage and stepped back to let Navashen look. “Two and a half car garage, so a little space for storage. There’s also attic space above the kitchen level according to the sheet. Anything else you want to see here?”

“No, we can go on to the next one.”

Brent locked the house behind them and walked with Navashen back out to the car. “What did you think?”

“I liked it more than I expected to,” Navashen admitted. “What would be the best way to get to work from here?”

“Sherwood runs between Albany and Zandale. Zandale will take you to Nicholasville Road, and that will take you straight down to UK,” Brent said. “Fifteen minutes—twenty, tops—and you’re there, unless there’s an accident. And if that happens, you can take Tates Creek in to Alumni and across.”

“Not bad. I’ll keep it on my list to consider. Where to next?”




Chapter Three

 

 

THE other houses they’d seen the first day left no real impression on Navashen. He hadn’t ruled any of them out completely, but nothing about them struck him as of any real interest. Brent had promised him the next day would be better, with opportunities to see houses in the areas he’d indicated. He’d asked his parents if they knew anything about those areas when he’d talked to them the night before, but his mother rarely went out except to temple, and his father hadn’t been familiar with them either.

“Did you sleep well?” Brent asked when he picked Navashen up after breakfast.

“Eh, well enough, I guess. It was a hotel bed.”

Brent nodded. “Never the best night’s sleep. I feel your pain. I have four houses for us to look at today. We should be done by early afternoon, even if we take our time and stop for lunch. Depending on what you see and like today, I have a couple of different options for us to discuss for tomorrow.”

“Let’s do this,” Navashen said. “I can work this afternoon. I’ve got a tough case I really want to figure out.”

“A sick baby?”

“Yes, but I really can’t talk about it. Confidentiality and all that.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t ask you for details, but if you want to talk, I’m happy to listen.”

“Do people take you up on that?” Navashen asked.

“You’d be amazed,” Brent said. “For people who are coming from out of town, I’ve been asked everything from where to get a beer to where to find a prostitute for the night.”

“A prostitute?” Navashen asked with a surprised laugh. “Really?”

“It was only once, but yes. Beer or a bar is more frequent.”

“Good, or I’d be worried about the company you were keeping,” Navashen joked.

Brent turned down High and from there toward Woodland Park. “The first house is the oldest one, the one you liked when you saw it online. I drove by a couple of days ago, and the house itself and its property looked great, but there’s a house a couple of doors down that was definitely not well taken care of. I’m not saying that’s a reason to skip it, but it always makes me wonder when I see a situation like that.”

“Wonder what?” Navashen asked. “I’m relying entirely on you here. If I need to be concerned about something, I need you to tell me.”

“When there’s a house in a neighborhood that’s a lot nicer than the others, it points toward gentrification and urban renewal. When you have a house that’s not as nice, you have to ask if it’s the last one to be fixed up or if it’s the start of urban blight. I don’t work in this area often enough to know for sure.”

“But you’re concerned enough to mention it, which means you think there’s a chance it could be urban blight.”

“You don’t succeed in this business without getting a feel for things,” Brent said. “It looked to me like a house that had been renovated and since let go, not one that still had older fixtures and hadn’t caught up with the ones around it. But since it’s not for sale, we can’t go in to know for sure.”
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