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A Glass of Red

 

 

By Sam Carlson

 

When nerdy art student Noah Andrews turned his love of wine into a way to make money during grad school, he didn’t anticipate it would lead to a summer gig cataloguing the cellars at an aging Tuscan estate. 

He definitely didn’t expect to be rooming with the hunky contractor fixing up the villa. 

Ostensibly, Christian Caravalli is in Italy helping his grandfather run his restoration business. In reality, he’s avoiding his parents’ divorce and the fact that he has no direction in life. When Noah lands in his lap, his summer gets a lot more interesting.

Noah’s attracted to Christian, but the man tests his boundaries. He can’t cook, he walks around half-dressed, and Noah’s bathroom, which was supposed to be ready when he arrived, is still a shambles. But what Christian lacks in direction, he makes up for in heart, and when they start capitalizing on each other’s strengths instead of focusing on their differences, the attraction blooms into more.

Unfortunately, this summer fling has an expiration date. Neither Christian nor Noah can afford to stay in the villa forever. Will their love grow into something lasting, or is it destined to be only a sweet memory?




For Chris, who believed.




Chapter 1

 

 

NOAH FIDGETED as he stepped up onto the first, then the second, then the third step of the entrance to the villa. The steps, he noticed, were comfortably shallow and easy to climb: wide spans of what looked like pleasantly yellow sandstone reaching up to the front door. Pleasing to the eye mostly because of how well they accompanied the general orange-to-yellow tones of the villa itself, despite the dark brown shutters and the vivid red door.

Finally, he noticed that the main reason he’d taken in so many details about the stone steps was because he was staring at his feet.

Breathe, he told himself, just breathe. How bad could it possibly be?

The interview for the job had been harrowing, at least at first. He’d gone to meet Chester Cunningham at Mr. Cunningham’s work as requested, but having only moved to New York a short time prior, he didn’t really know his way around the city yet and failed to recognize the address. Standing in front of a skyscraper and taking the elevator up to a prestigious law firm that bore two separate Cunninghams in the name told him how far out of his element he was. The shy art student gulped as a secretary showed him into a big conference room with a beautiful window view.

What put him back at ease wasn’t Mr. Chester Cunningham but rather his wife, Eloise. Where Mr. Cunningham had been insistent and even a little brusque, she was charming and kind. Mr. Cunningham had reined in his icy demeanor by “discussing” a schedule he expected Noah to follow while at the villa instead of “mandating” one. Eloise had done the opposite, reining in her politeness to try to be professional. Despite her efforts, though, Noah sensed that mothering was in her nature as she offered him chocolate chip cookie after cookie.

“Eloise, don’t let the boy fill up on cookies,” Chester Cunningham said, giving her a knowing wink. She smiled at Noah one more time as she set the plate down, leaving him wondering what a comment like that foreshadowed.

“We dearly love the house,” Mr. Cunningham said, “but it needs work. There’s a lot of hard work to be done, a lot of hard work.”

“I’m not afraid of a little hard work, sir,” Noah said. “I mean… I don’t know what you had in mind, but….”

“Oh, none of that, dear,” Eloise said reassuringly. “We’ve hired a handyman to fix up the place, Signor Caravelli, an older gentleman in the village nearby. He’s been in and around the house through its last two owners, and he was really just a fantastic find. He says he’ll have it ready for us by the fall and we can go for the holidays!”

“That sounds lovely, Mrs. Cunningham.”

“Please, call me Ellie,” she said through that beatific smile.

“Mrs. Cunningham and I,” Mr. Cunningham said, emphasis clearly on his preferred way for Noah to address his wife, “do plan to spend the latter part of the summer there, possibly the holidays as well. The work we’re interested in you for has to do with that, but not exactly with the house itself.”

“Oh?”

“You’re studying art history at NYU, yes?” Mr. Cunningham asked in a voice that said the old lawyer already knew the answer. “Graduate student? Waiting tables on the side, I’m led to understand?”

“Yes, sir. If the house has artwork you need inspected or appraised, I can help, but I’m sure—”

Cunningham waved that notion away. “Professionals have already been through what the previous owners left behind. But I’m told that you’re also studying wine.”

Noah nodded. Waiting tables was just a way to make the ends meet between classes, a lot of grad students did it, but he’d been taking evening classes with a sommelier because waiters who knew wine inside and out were hired at better restaurants, and for better pay.

“Oh, yes, sir. It’s been a hobby of mine for a long time, and I’ve been taking classes. I’ve learned a lot. I don’t want to wait tables all my life, but I figure if it’ll pay better, then why not turn a hobby into something more?”

“Well I’m glad to hear that,” Eloise said with a cheery look and a triumphant clap of the hand on the tabletop. “I like someone with ambition, no slouching your way through life.”

Mr. Cunningham vigorously nodded agreement. “I feel the same.”

There was a knock at the door, and Mr. Cunningham shouted, “Enter!” Noah, still a little on edge, though the talk of wine had relaxed him, jumped in his seat. Neither of the Cunninghams seemed to notice, or if they did, they were too polite to say anything.

The secretary that Noah had seen before entered the conference room, still smiling and wheeling a tray. On the tray were three covered dishes, silver cloches hiding their contents.

“Lunch!” Mr. Cunningham said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. “Noah, I trust you’ll join us?”

The not-quite-but-almost starving art student’s mouth had already begun to water, so he nodded. Even if he didn’t get whatever job it was they wanted him for, at least he might get a free lunch out of the meeting.

“That’s very kind of you, sir. Thank you.”

When the trays were served and uncovered, three chicken dishes were revealed. Eloise leaned over her dish and took a deep breath in, smiling over the plate of roasted bird with vegetables, and Mr. Cunningham did practically the same. It occurred to Noah that as a lunch meal it was a bit elaborate, but who knew? Maybe this was how rich people ate.

“Excellent!” Mr. Cunningham declared. His secretary handed him a sheet of stiff paper before leaving, which he read and then passed over to Noah.

“Noah, would you care to recommend a wine to have with lunch?”

Oh, now I get it, Noah realized as he took the sheet. It was a wine list. This is a test.

“Sure,” he said and considered the sheet. Six vintages were listed, three whites and three reds.

There’s a nice-looking Pinot Noir here, but that’s a trap. You can serve Noir with roast chicken, but you’d want to do it with a heavy gravy or a sauce, and this little guy looks like he was roasted in his own juices.

For the same reason he immediately rejected the Côtes-du Rhône, as well as the Shiraz. All would be too heavy for the bird as it was presented.

There go all the reds, then, he thought with a sigh, preferring red himself when given the option. White it is.

He ignored the Zinfandel completely. While it was a fine enough wine, one he enjoyed himself when he had whites, its reputation of “going well with everything” wasn’t one he felt would impress obvious connoisseurs like the Cunninghams. There was a Viognier on the list, and he almost picked it, knowing its aromatic qualities would introduce a whole new dimension to the lunch, but at the last second he changed his mind.

“Well, sir, there’s a good-looking white Burgundy on the list, a 2003 Meursault les Chevalières. It’s a mature wine with some savory complexity to it. I see there are mushrooms and truffles in the lunch, so it’ll probably bring those out.”

A look passed between the two Cunninghams that Noah couldn’t quite read, and he got nervous.

“Perhaps,” Mr. Cunningham finally said. “There’s a nice Viognier there too, from Paso Robles. Why not that one instead?”

“I considered it,” Noah said, nodding, “And it would be an excellent choice too. But the truth is that Viogniers are so aromatic and floral, I didn’t want to overpower the chicken.”

“You don’t think it would’ve added a new dimension here?” Eloise asked.

We must watch the same shows on the Food Network, Noah thought.

“It would have, of course, Mrs. Cunningham. But that wasn’t my goal. I picked a wine that I think will enhance the dish and the eating experience. Not one that would substantially change it.”

Eloise’s face changed into a smile of triumph, and the look she gave her husband was pure “I told you so.” Mr. Cunningham’s smile was more restrained, but he nodded and ordered the bottle of white Burgundy that Noah had recommended. When it arrived Mr. Cunningham poured, a glass for himself and one for Noah. Eloise took only half a glass. As they all tucked into their lunch, they sampled the wine and resumed the professional discussion.

“No doubt about it, Noah, you know your stuff,” Mr. Cunningham said as he cut. Eloise nodded and agreed around a mouthful of chicken.

“Thank you, sir. I’ve only been studying for a while, but it’s always been a hobby.”

“Would you pursue it professionally?”

Noah paused and looked up from his meal. “Well, I mean, there is… there’s my work in art that I love, it’s a passion, not just a hobby—”

Mr. Cunningham waved him off. “I didn’t mean like that. This is about the villa we were talking about, the one in Tuscany that needs work.”

“Oh?”

“The previous owners had to vacate in a bit of a hurry,” Cunningham said abruptly, as if he didn’t wish to discuss their reasons, “which is why there’s so much to be done. One thing they left behind, for us to take on at an impressively low price, was what we’re told is a rather marvelous wine cellar. We’re looking for someone to catalogue it, inspect for spoilage or other damage, and give us some sort of a reference document that we can give to our insurance company.”

“And also for our own use,” Eloise chimed in, “when we’re at the villa trying to choose a bottle.”

“Yes, of course,” Mr. Cunningham agreed.

“Well, sir,” Noah began, coughing to clear his throat, “I’m… I’m flattered, but surely you can afford someone a little more experienced?”

“What more experience do we need?” Cunningham countered. He finished a big bite of chicken and pushed his plate away. “It’s a big job, I admit, lots of bottles down there, but not a difficult one. It’ll be good experience that you can use in your field, and we’ll pay you, of course. Two months room and board at the villa, with a cash amount at the end.”

Eloise nodded.

Noah had thought about it… for maybe a full nanosecond. Waiting tables sure did suck, and while his parents did help out with tuition a little, it was never enough. He’d applied for a couple of grants but had no hopes that any of them would pan out. Now here he was with an offer of two months during the summer when classes were out, in Tuscany, room and board at a gorgeous villa included? And all he had to do to get a paycheck on top of that was write about wine?

Finishing his own chicken, he beamed back at both of them. “Where do I sign?”

“That’s the spirit!” Mr. Cunningham said. Eloise tried once again to press a chocolate chip cookie on him, insisting he deserved dessert.

Now, three weeks later, his apartment sublet and his feet on the doorstep of the Cunninghams’ new real estate, he was a little nervous. After all, the only person he was likely to see in the near future was old man Caravelli. He’d have to walk down to the village for any other human companionship.

The whole plane ride over, though, he’d been reminding himself that it was an adventure. Something to tell his grandkids, spending two months in Italy… if he ever got around to finding a husband and some kids to start with.

Clearing his throat and pushing his glasses firmly up onto his nose, Noah knocked on the door.

 

--

 

“Granddad, I appreciate what you’re trying to do here, but I’m just not interested. Thanks.”

Christian got up off the couch and headed for his bedroom, hoping that would be an end to the conversation, but no such luck. His grandfather followed him.

“I won’t have you lying about the house like this!” he shouted. Christian shut his bedroom door behind him, but Granddad was no respecter of doors. He burst through and continued to admonish him. “This is the prime of your life!”

He pursed his lips at the old man. “Granddad, what am I, thirteen? Don’t just barge into my room!”

“Christian!” The old man threw up his hands and sighed. He sat down on the bed. In an effort at being conciliatory, so did Christian.

“When your father told me that he and your mother were discussing divorce, my heart broke,” old Silvio said. He took Christian’s hand. “I could not believe it. They were always so much in love.”

Christian nodded. “I still don’t believe it, Granddad. They’ll figure it out.”

“Which is why, when he asked if I would take you in, I said yes in a moment.”

Christian knew that was not, strictly speaking, the whole truth. Granddad had been a little put out. But he also knew that to interrupt the old man would get him a paternal smack in the back of the head, so he kept his mouth shut.

“They love you so much. You know this,” Silvio said in his heavily accented English. “They want only for you to be happy. To see you out of school but unsettled, bouncing from this to that and this to that….” He gestured with one hand, waving it back and forth. “It bothers them.”

“Granddad, I liked my life!” Christian said. “I like Miami, all my friends are there, I was—”

“Bah!” the old man dismissed him. “You were a bum, a ‘beach bum’ like your father says. Even with your fancy degree!”

Christian opened his mouth but found he couldn’t argue. His grandfather resumed his softer tone.

“Your mother and father, they love you,” he said again. “They want only for you to find a nice job, maybe a nice girl or a nice boy, and to be happy.”

“But they didn’t want me living on their couch while they were trying not to get a divorce, is that it?”

His grandfather made a face. In the oldest and purest tradition of Italian Catholicism, “divorce” was still not a word he liked to hear.

“They send you to me while they figure things out,” he finally said. “And they will! But while you are in Tuscany, you will make your living. You will make your way.”

“Can’t I just make gnocchi?” Christian asked, a mischievous little smile beginning at the corner of his mouth. Silvio smiled and laughed.

“Rascal! Here is what you can make: you can make an old man proud and uphold the family name. What do you think of that?”

Christian sighed. It looked like he wasn’t going to be getting out of the summer job after all. He felt like a high school kid being thrown out of the house to go “build character.” In his twenties with a bachelor’s degree under his belt, it felt degrading. Not to mention that a job from his grandfather would necessarily include manual labor.

Old Silvio slapped one hand on his leg where the cast was still fresh. “I cannot work, cannot fulfill an obligation. You know this. That mean old horse knew just where to wound me so that he would injure both my leg and my pride. I cannot restore the old Mattioli villa on one leg. At my age, I am lucky I survived the fall.”

“Granddad, you’ll survive anything.”

The old man laughed again, but the sound was far from light-hearted. “We’ll see, eh? One day, not so much. One day.”

A silent moment passed between them.

“A man must fulfill his obligations,” his grandfather finally said, “or he is no man at all. Until I am healed, someone must do for me, si? Someone must uphold the Caravelli name. The family honor. You understand.”

Christian sighed yet again. “Yeah, I get it, Granddad. I understand.”




Chapter 2

 

 

NOAH FELT that knocking on the door was a little redundant, given how it pushed open a half inch at his touch. It was an old wooden door, painted bright red, with a dozen or so square panes of glass set into it, a white curtain billowing loosely on the other side for some small measure of privacy.

Which feels a little pointless if they don’t lock their doors around here, he thought.

“Hello?” he called into the house. “My name’s Noah, I’m… I’m the wine guy? I’m… allowed to be here?”

Through the translucent curtain, he saw a figure approach, and he instinctively took a step back. Noah believed in first impressions, and who knew what to expect from an elderly Italian handyman?

“Hi,” the figure said in a masculine voice as he opened the door. “They told me to expect you.”

Noah gulped.

The man before him was not an elderly Italian handyman. He looked to be about Noah’s age, only graced with a very different physique. His skin was a deep, beautiful bronze, whether from natural complexion or tanned by the sun, Noah could not tell. Straight brown hair fell down just to the tops of his ears but was cut close underneath, almost shaved in the style that was so fashionable in America. All he wore was a pair of cutoff jean shorts and some leather flip-flop sandals, the broad expanse of his chest showing a dusting of dark hair and two round, browned nipples. He’d obviously been painting, given the streaks of paint on his hands, his abdomen, his thigh, one of his pecs….

The young man was smiling in a friendly, welcoming way, and it occurred to Noah not to get lost in the moment.

“Yeah, hi!” he said, his voice squeaking involuntarily, for which he cursed himself. “I mean, hi. I’m Noah.”

The tan young man nodded. “The wine guy.”

Noah chuckled. “You’ve heard of me!”

The attempt at humor having received no laughs, he pressed on. “And you are…?”

“Oh, yeah, sorry,” the Adonis said sheepishly. “I’m Christian. Caravelli.”

“Oh!” Noah was confused. “The Cunninghams told me to expect someone… older?”

“Nope, that’s my granddad,” Christian replied. “They hired him, but he was injured horseback riding, so I’m taking over for him.”

“Sure,” Noah said, nodding. That made sense. “Well, nice to meet you, then!”

He stuck out his hand to shake, which Christian took. The weather was already warm, Italian summer and all, but with his hand wrapped in Christian’s warm palm, it was all Noah could do not to break out in a sweat.

“Jeez, I’m sorry,” Christian said, pulling his hand back. “I got paint on your hand.”

Noah looked down. Sure enough, his hand was smeared with white paint.

He shrugged. “It comes off, right?”

“It does,” Christian replied. He pointed behind Noah. “Is that your bag?”

Noah had traveled as light as possible, one rolling suitcase, even if it was rather large, into which he’d crammed clothes, laptop, wine guide, the essentials.

“Yeah, but—” He moved in between Christian and the bag as the handyman reached for it. “But maybe I’d better get it. Wet paint and all.”

Christian laughed, and the sound was so full and beautiful, it was like a low, sonorous bell ringing somewhere deep within Noah’s soul. They locked gazes, and Noah was lost in the deep chestnut brown of Christian’s bedroom eyes.

“Maybe you’d better,” he said, and he swung the door wide to admit Noah entry to the villa.

 

 

CHRISTIAN HAD expected his grandfather, and he’d been ready for a blowup. Having inspected the house, he was spoiling for the chance to tell his granddad exactly what he thought of the old man giving him so much work to do, when he’d opened the door to a sight that practically took his breath away.

The young man he’d allowed into the Cunningham villa, now following him through the entryway into the house proper and towing his suitcase as he did so, was just compelling somehow. It wasn’t his sandy blond hair, Christian reflected, because he saw enough of that in Miami. By the same token, it wasn’t the blue eyes, piercing though they were behind the black-framed glasses. And his slight, swimmer’s build that Christian detected under the short-sleeved plaid button-down and cargo shorts, a body type in sharp contrast to the muscle-bound studs that usually filled Christian’s evenings, was yet another feature that was attractive but hardly, in his opinion, mind-blowing.

It’s that smile, he realized. That sheepish, slightly awkward smile that gave away a lifetime of being “the nerd” or “the sensitive one.” A man who didn’t even know how good-looking he really was. It was something Christian found a little adorable and couldn’t quite get over.

As they rounded the corner toward the guest bedrooms, he noticed that he was smiling himself at the thought of it and couldn’t remember when that smile had crept onto his lips. He thanked his lucky stars that his back was to the new arrival and it wouldn’t be visible to… to….

Noah.

The name came back to him in an instant, and he allowed his smile one last gasp before stifling it.

We’re both professionals, he chided himself. Here to do a job. The last thing this poor guy wants, after hours on a plane and then hours more getting to the house by bus or whatever, is someone creeping on him.

“My room’s at the end of the hall,” he said, pointing to the third guest room out of four. Not coincidentally it was also the biggest one. Christian had told himself when he chose it that it was a fair reward for being the first of the hired help to show up. He pushed open a door on the right side of the hallway, closest to the central part of the house. “This one’s yours, unless you don’t like it.”

“I’m sure it’s…” Noah began, though his voice cut off when he actually looked inside. Christian winced.

The room was in a sorry state of disrepair. The walls and the roof looked stable, but that was about all anyone could say for it. The paint was peeling almost everywhere, the closet door was hanging by one hinge, and the bare stone floor had been swept but was still dusty and grimy. There was a bed with sheets that looked clean, and a working desk that looked shabby but not a total disaster. A pair of french doors looked out onto a concrete walkway surrounding a pool… or they would have, if the panes of glass hadn’t been dirty, cracked, or just plain missing.

“…fine,” Noah finished, though from his tone Christian didn’t believe him. “I’m sure it’ll be just fine.”

“There are two others,” Christian said. “You can take a look at them if you want to. They’re actually worse, though. I really think you’re going to want this one.”

Noah stood up a little straighter, steeling himself. Comparing their heights, Christian guessed that Noah was about five eight or five nine, as compared to his six one. Then he shook himself to drive those thoughts away once more.

“Thanks, I appreciate the thought,” Noah said. His tone had regained some confidence, or at least a desire to make the best of things. “Where’s the bathroom?”

Christian gulped. “Well, that’s the thing. Each bedroom has its own bathroom, even the guest rooms, but—”

“Thank goodness,” Noah said, wheeling his suitcase into the room and dropping both it and his leather satchel onto the bed. He walked right to the door of the bathroom and stopped. Christian watched from the doorway, stifling a laugh.

“Okay,” came the voice from the bathroom door. Christian peeked around the corner to see Noah looking down. “Where’s the toilet?”

“I, uh, I was getting to that,” Christian replied.

Noah turned, his face ashen, clearly having viewed the serviceable bathtub and shower but also the hole in the ground where a toilet would go.

“The plumbing is ancient,” Christian explained, “and most of the fixtures were not salvageable. There are two working toilets in the house right now, the one off the master bedroom—” He pointed back the way they’d come. “—on the far end of the house, or the nearer one—” He pointed down the hall. “—in… in my room. You’re welcome to use the one in my room any time you want. I’m really sorry about this.”

Noah turned back to the bathroom, as if trying to once again summon the strength to make the best of it.

“I guess I could just pee in the hole,” he finally said. “If the plumbing will stand it.”

Christian laughed. “Yeah, if you want to, you could do that.”

Then Noah laughed, and Christian finally felt like they were off on the right foot.




Chapter 3

 

 

NOAH SPENT the rest of the day settling into his new accommodations. Despite its lack of a working door, the closet had both drawers and a place to hang things. He gave the drawers a quick swipe with one of the many dusting cloths lying around the place and then unpacked.

To his amazement, the bed wasn’t that bad. Christian had told him that the Cunninghams had ordered some of the furniture before realizing what a state the place was in, which meant the two of them could benefit. His two-month adventure would at least allow him a comfortable night’s sleep.

He set up his laptop at the desk and was surprised to find working wireless internet. Another thing that had been paid for ahead of time, it turned out. A chat with Christian soon yielded the password, and Noah was able to email his parents back in Ohio that he’d arrived safely.

Even though he had done everything to put Noah at ease and welcome him, Noah’s thoughts about Christian were starting to make him uncomfortable. The guy was hot… as in hot. Noah just couldn’t ignore it. That smile, those abs… the way his skin looked kissed by the sun… the way Noah felt when he put “Christian” and “kiss” in the same sentence….

“No,” he said aloud to his empty room, as if to convince himself more than anyone in particular. He was here to work. The hot handyman eye candy, wandering around the house in his cutoffs to paint things and supervise plumbers and workmen, that was just one more perk of this fabulous job.

Noah spent the afternoon exploring the villa. He saw the grand entryway, decorated in a tasteful rustic style that was subdued rather than ostentatious, with what looked like vintage tile on the floor and all of it miraculously intact. He went through the door to the kitchen, but before inspecting that, he stopped to look at a small mosaic, about 11”x14”, near the entry from the kitchen to the pool. It depicted a stylized merman in profile. To his critical art-history eye, it was obviously a modern, contemporary installation, but it fit the decor well enough. He stepped through the doors to the pool patio and found its inspiration: on the bottom of the murky-looking water, he could just make out Poseidon, god of the sea, depicted with a fishy tail of his own running the length of the pool.

“Hey there, old boy,” he said, smiling at the god of the ocean depths laid out in tile below. “Nice to know someone’s keeping an eye on things.”

Apart from the general state of disrepair and the murky water, the layout of the pool was actually quite pretty. In a style not unusual to traditional Tuscan architecture, it was set into the ground inside a courtyard, bounded on all four sides by walls but open to the sky above. There were three entrances: the pair of dingy french doors he’d found from his own room, a better-looking pair that led from the pool to the backyard patio, and a single door from the kitchen composed of more panes of glass. Opposite the kitchen, the wall with no openings instead had an elaborate marble fountain depicting, once again, Poseidon.

Noah looked out and up, through the courtyard opening to the sky, which was a beautiful shade of blue. He imagined it wouldn’t be fun to swim there in the rain, but on a nice sunny day like the one they were having, it could be pure heaven.

He returned to the kitchen and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that it was clean enough to use. There were a few modern appliances, like a new refrigerator, but it still had a very rustic feel. A window over the sink looked out on the pool, and another pair of french doors went from the end of the kitchen out onto what looked like a dining patio. It occurred to Noah that Christian, who’d been living here who knew how long, had probably been the one to tidy the kitchen.

Another little smile crossed his face when he thought of Christian, that welcoming look on his lightly paint-splattered face as he’d opened the front door, but Noah pushed it away.

He found the door to the wine cellar and almost went down immediately to start work, but he stopped himself. There’d be time enough for that later. He wasn’t procrastinating, he told himself, just getting to know the place before putting his nose to the grindstone.

The master bedroom was, as Christian had predicted, a bit of a hike to get to. The villa had only one level, but it was big, and the master bedroom was on the far opposite end. Noah walked past the dining room, the library, a study, and what he assumed was a living or music room in order to get to it. Once there, though, it didn’t disappoint. Easily the same size as his New York apartment, it had high ceilings with exposed beams that looked like they were in excellent condition, compared to the rest of the home. One door led to a dual-sink bathroom with a beautiful sunken marble bathtub, and two other sets of doors led outside. Through one he saw a flowered garden, and the other looked like it went to the same entertaining patio that could be accessed from the kitchen.

There was no furniture, only drop cloths, and it was apparent that this was the room Christian had been painting when Noah had interrupted him. The wall farthest from him was an unsightly shade of brown while the other three were crisp white, and the wall nearest him was shiny, as if it might still be tacky to the touch. It begged the question where Christian was. If Noah had interrupted his work….

“Behind!” came a voice from behind him, and Noah quickly stumbled out of the way.

Christian walked down the hallway toward the bedroom, a cheery smile on his face that said he was just being polite, carrying several implements. He had two cans of paint in one hand and a stepladder tucked under his other arm. More noticeably, he had changed his outfit. Instead of all that skin on display, he now wore a pair of painter’s coveralls, white but worn from years of use. Noah noticed they barely fit him, riding up well above his ankles and wrists, and he couldn’t help but laugh.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was rude.”

Christian wrinkled his brow. “What?”

“It’s… what are you wearing?”

“Oh,” Christian said, chuckling in reply. “Yeah, these are Granddad’s painting coveralls. He’s kind of a little guy, I guess.”

“Apparently.”

“I figured, well, you know,” Christian went on as he set down the cans of paint. “Now that I’m not the only one in the house anymore, maybe I shouldn’t run around like it’s my own personal playground.”

“I don’t mind,” Noah said, and cursed himself for saying it so quickly. “I mean, hey, you do you. As big as this place is, we probably won’t see much of each other anyway, right? I’ll be in the basement, going through the wine cellar for hours on end, and you’ll be up here.”

“Oh, I’ll be all over,” Christian assured him. “But if you really don’t mind, then thanks. I appreciate it. Italian summers, y’know.”

He trailed off as if Noah were supposed to know what summers felt like in Italy from a wealth of personal experience, which Noah absolutely did not, but he nodded anyway. “For sure!”

Christian set up the stepladder in a far corner and started to unbutton the jumpsuit. It wasn’t long before all that tan skin was visible once again, with the cutoffs that seemed to be less about clothing and more about just protecting his modesty.

Noah bit his lip and shook himself. No! he reminded himself. Don’t stare!

 

--

 

Thank goodness, Christian thought as he literally peeled out of the coveralls. Not only was it way too hot to be wearing the bulky things, as evinced by the way they’d already begun to stick to his skin, but he’d downplayed to the wine guy just how badly they didn’t fit. For one thing, the way they rode up put serious pressure on his crotch that Christian just wasn’t willing to handle for the long term.

He’d been afraid that Noah would be a little on the prudish side, just a vibe he had gotten. Maybe Christian was stereotyping based on his pseudo-nerdish image, but something about the wine expert definitely seemed… restrained. That was a good word.

None of my business, he reminded himself, and returned to the task at hand. The villa was structurally sound, and the master bedroom walls were no exception, but they were badly in need of new paint. He’d already stripped them as bare as he could without doing damage and was putting on the primer. Once that was done he could afford to move on to a serious paint job.

He was surveying the farthest wall from the door, the only one yet to be touched, when he realized the hairs were still up on the back of his neck. He looked over his shoulder and saw Noah there, still leaning in the doorway where he’d been when Christian arrived.

“Was there something else you needed?” he asked.

“Oh no,” Noah stammered. “Sorry. The place looks great. The white really brightens it up.”

Christian nodded. “I think so too. This is just a base primer. The Cunninghams picked out something a little more sandy and yellowish, but I think I’m going to send them a photo of what it looks like now. See if maybe they’d prefer white.”

“Sounds good,” Noah said. He stood up. “Guess I’d better go do what they’re paying me for, take a look at that wine cellar. It’s not, like, dangerous or anything, is it? Mold or mildew?”

“The inspectors cleared it,” Christian said hesitantly, “but I’ll be honest with you. I don’t like it much down there. Smells… damp. And there might be mice.”

Noah got that same ashen look he’d had when he realized there was no toilet in his bathroom, and again Christian suppressed a smile.

“What about… rats?” he asked.

“Oh, no way,” Christian assured him. “A couple little mice here or there maybe, but no one’s ever seen a rat here.” He raised three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

Noah wrinkled his brow and smiled. “You were in the Scouts? I have to say, your English is perfect.”

Christian laughed. “It should be. Granddad lives here, just over in the village, but I’m not from here. My parents live in Florida and that’s where I was born. I grew up in Miami.”

“Oh!” Noah said. “Heh. That explains it, then.”

“Yup.”

They stood for an awkward moment, and Christian couldn’t help but appraise Noah as they did. He wondered what Noah looked like underneath that plaid shirt, or maybe underneath elsewhere. If he was giving Noah the once-over, he thought, was Noah doing the same to him? Him, with a lot more on display?
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“Carlson’s intoxicating debut...
goes down as smoothly as a glass of
Montepulciano.” —Publishers Weekly





