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Paul heard a lone shower running when he dumped his stuff on the wooden bench seat in the gym’s change room. The night shift was killing him more than usual lately. He was exhausted, and he hoped to hell it didn’t mean he was getting old.

With a thump he sat on the bench to pull off his shoes and thanked God the gym saw fit to open at “unsociable” hours. There might not be a lot of trade through the door before 6:00 a.m., but those who did turn up were usually grateful. Paul stood, pulled off his clothes, and took his towel and soap out of his bag. Most people didn’t shower before their workout, but most people didn’t work in a hospital. Even the days he came home not covered in vomit, he still felt dirty and needed to wash away the perceived layer of bugs and germs on his skin.

As he stuffed his dirty clothes into a plastic bag, a low moan reached his ears. He froze and lifted his head like a deer scenting danger. He recognised that moan. It was the call of an aroused male receiving pleasure, nearing his climax, and unable to keep his emotions inside. Paul hesitated as he turned to see which of the shower cubicles was in use.

His best mate, Lon, had introduced him to this gym years before. Back in the early days, the showers had privacy doors that locked. It wasn’t long before the gym was used for other things—paid and unpaid. Paul himself had used the showers for a couple of anonymous hookups before the owner, Trevor, got sick of picking up used condoms and cleaning bodily fluids off the walls.

So Trevor took all the doors away and installed shower curtains. It cut down on some of the activity, but it resulted more in ripped curtains than anything else. So Trevor took the curtains away and left the stalls open. It smartened up the behaviour a lot and the way people used the gym, not just the change rooms—but occasionally there were guys who didn’t care if someone else was looking.

You had those who couldn’t wait until they were alone to wank, and those who specifically wanted someone to watch. If Paul was around, he watched. It was like free porn. Due to his odd hours, Paul often came across men who didn’t realise they weren’t alone in the shower section. He’d accidentally surprised more than one couple hoping to fit in a quick blow job before they started their 8:00 a.m. office jobs.

Now Paul glanced into the corridor where the showers were. There were four on each side of a narrow hallway. A towel slung over the empty curtain rail usually indicated which shower was being used. Another moan wafted his way, and a male voice answered, “Yesss.”

There were two towels slung over the railing of the third cubicle to the right. If you wanted privacy, you’d go for the last stall. Wouldn’t you? If another member came upon the scene unexpectedly and realised what was happening, it was easy enough to select the first shower on the same row. There would be no chance of seeing anything then, since the tiled walls were over seven feet high. But what did it mean if the men were in the third shower?

“Yes. Like that.”

The second male voice verbalised his pleasure then, and the first man gave a receptive moan. There was the sound of skin slapping against skin—rhythmic and primal. Paul’s erection woke up at that. That wasn’t merely a jerk session in the showers. It was two men getting down and having full penetrative sex. He stepped several metres closer to the showers before he realised what he was doing. Then he lied and told himself he was only curious to see who was going for it. He had attended the same gym for years, and he knew most of the regulars.

He crept closer and stretched to peer into the third cubicle. All he could see was a hand plastered up against the wall, the fingers curled around the edge. Gold metal glinted in the bright lights, highlighting the wedding ring on the man’s fourth finger. The men had their backs to Paul, and one man braced against the wall while the other penetrated him from behind. Paul watched as he flexed and thrust his naked buttocks, pushing himself into his willing partner.

It took Paul a good, long minute before he thought to focus on their faces, as he was distracted by more interesting bits. But then he suddenly realised most of the guys he knew and socialised with came to this gym, and how squicky would it be to perv on your mate?

The top was a newish guy Paul had seen a couple of times. He was a runner who preferred the treadmills to the weights and usually set the machine at what Paul thought was a death-encouraging speed. But from his vantage point, Paul had to concede that the results were spectacular. The man’s thighs and buttocks were in tip-top shape and thrusting hard.

“This is great,” he moaned as Paul watched and agreed. The bottom, a man with dirty-blond hair that was trimmed short, moaned again, pushed against the wall, and bent over further to allow deeper action and a change of penetration. From his spying position, Paul could see his long legs and trim torso. Was that Lars?

The mystery man had his legs spread wide to allow his lover to move in closer between his thighs. Paul took another hesitating step forward just as the man turned his head to look over his shoulder, and they made eye contact.

Paul had seen him around, and Lon called him “Merry,” but they’d never introduced themselves. Lon’s nickname came from the fact that his preferred piece of gym equipment was the rower—Merry as in merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily. Paul wondered what the story was with Merry. He knew Jobe had hooked up with him several months before, and now here he was with Forrest Gump—the runner—yet he sported a wedding band. Since gay marriage wasn’t legal in Australia, Paul assumed that piece of gold was placed there by a woman.

A married man who bottomed like a champ and smiled to the audience with fantastic hazel eyes while doing it.

Paul internally frowned when he noticed Merry’s eyes. That wasn’t his usual style. He could usually tell you all about a man’s arse or his toned biceps or his pumped chest muscles. But his eyes?

Forrest hadn’t noticed Paul and was still going for it with all his might. Merry reached around behind himself to pull Forrest in tighter. “Oh, God yes. Do me hard.”

His tone was for his lover, but his eyes spoke a different message. A message of want. A message of invitation. A message of desire. The message was directed at Paul.

Then Merry dropped his eyes to Paul’s raging erection.

Paul blushed.

It wasn’t that he was ashamed of what he had. It was just that he didn’t usually go around flaunting it in public. But Merry’s eyes were glued to his erection, and Paul saw him lick his lips. 

Forrest’s urgency upped another notch as he wrapped his arms around Merry and took his pleasure. Merry held still for him, his back arched and his head turned toward Paul as Forrest climaxed with a muted roar against Merry’s shoulder. Then as soon as he could, Merry spun around, pushed Forrest to the floor with strong hands, and thrust his dick into Forrest’s waiting mouth.

Paul realised he was pulling at his own erection as he watched. Shit. He loved a forceful man who wasn’t shy about what he wanted. And Merry grabbed Forrest without pause and drove deep. The glimpse Paul had of his dick showed him that Merry wasn’t a small man, so Forrest was going to have to work to pay for his pleasure.

Merry’s hazel eyes were focused on him again, and Paul felt uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure why. He’d jerked off to public displays before, and he hadn’t been bashful. But there was something about Merry that made Paul feel off-centre. A bit like a cat petted in the wrong direction, his fur all mussed. A bit like jealousy.

Merry closed his eyes briefly, and Paul knew he was about to come. He pulled out and ejaculated strongly onto Forrest.

Although his erection was aching for him to finish, Paul quickly turned and darted into the first cubicle, turned the taps to hot, and barely noticed the first blast of cold water before it warmed. He stuck his head under the spray and decisively kept his back to the open doorway. There were sounds piercing through the dull beat of the shower spray—the murmur of voices, the gathering of gear, then the sound of the change room door opening. When he judged it safe, Paul opened his eyes and turned around, only to be met with bright hazel.

“Hi,” Merry said with a small smile playing around his mouth. He was leaning against the pillar of the opposite shower, completely naked and brazenly checking out Paul’s body.

Paul’s erection was waving hello, but Paul couldn’t answer. What did you say to the guy you recently watched get fucked? Good job? Well taken? You look like you’ve done that before?

Paul deliberately kept his hands away from his dick, even though he felt like covering up. The way Merry’s hazel eyes were making him feel, any touch would make him blow.

“I’m Andrew,” the other man tried again.

Paul swallowed to ease the dryness of his mouth so he could form the word. “Paul.”

Andrew smiled. “Hot.” He took a couple of steps forward and leaned against Paul’s cubicle. Paul was in a quandary. Andrew was gorgeous, beautiful... and married. There were certain boundaries you hesitated to cross, and for Paul, helping someone cheat was a big one. Not that he would never think about doing a married man, but he would need to know a bit more about how the wife felt about it.

He tried to smile, but he felt it come out more like a grimace. “Thank you. I’m sorry I barged in on your moment earlier.”

That made Andrew grin broadly. “Does it look like I’m upset about it? Besides, I liked that it was you. I’ve seen you around. I wasn’t quite sure if you would be interested in a little shower session, though. By the looks of that boner, I think I know which way you swing now.”

Andrew couldn’t have been much clearer if he tried. But that band of gold was still a stumbling block. Andrew’s tongue appeared, and he licked his lips in a way that sent fire down Paul’s spine. His cock didn’t know what the holdup was.

“Can I... help you out there?” Andrew offered, gesturing to below Paul’s waist.

Paul swallowed and made his mouth work. “You’re married.”

That stopped the lust flaring in Andrew’s eyes. His brightness dimmed a little as he looked down at the hand that had the ring. “Yes. I am. I’m guessing that’s a problem with you?”

Paul was curious. “It’s not a problem with you?”

An array of emotions filled his face—too many for Paul to decipher. Finally Andrew said, “Yes. It’s a problem. But sometimes what’s inside you needs an outlet before you explode into a billion pieces.”

Paul could understand that. Any gay man could understand that. The needs and wants inside that you tried to change to fit into society’s view of normal, only to have them build and build until you either did something stupid or did something smart. Something smart like step out of the goddamn closet. 

Paul had a lot of sympathy for Andrew. He was obviously stuck in a marriage and indulging his gay side in secret. He had sympathy for him up to a point. There was a time in every man’s life when he had to grow some balls and declare that he preferred cock. As much as Paul would like to examine Andrew’s balls to see if they were big enough yet, he thought it wise to take another step back.

Andrew indicated Paul’s cock again. “Are you sure you don’t want my mouth? It looks like it could be super quick. And no one is here to know, apart from you and me.”

It would definitely be super quick, Paul conceded to himself. With Andrew mentioning his mouth, he could imagine it. His dick felt like concrete. Could he allow himself just one treat?

Andrew decisively took the choice out of his hands—literally—as he stepped forward and took a firm hold of Paul’s erection. Paul didn’t protest. He didn’t have time. With two tugs he was coming hard. He grabbed Andrew’s shoulder for balance and gave in to the sensation. The hot water flowed over his shoulder, washing away the evidence. Paul closed his eyes and was startled to feel warm lips against his. He opened to the experience, no longer thinking of wives or closets—or even Forrest. Andrew’s lips were strong and firm. He took what he wanted and then withdrew abruptly.

Paul blinked his eyes again to see Andrew backing away, his bright hazel eyes once again filled with lust. “The invitation is open for you, Paul. Anytime. Just let me know.”

Then he turned and disappeared into the change rooms, leaving Paul with a troubled mind and a heavy heart.
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Paul. His name was Paul.

Andrew stored that little piece of information away in the part of his head he called “The Vault.” That was where his true self was allowed to come out and play, and for the large majority of time, was locked tightly against his other life. On a usual day, The Vault would not interfere with his work or his family. It would crack open for a small time—usually for that first morning hand session in the shower—and then close tightly again.

But lately it was intruding with regularity.

Paul.

Simple. Concise. Complete. Precisely like the man—a total package whom Andrew should not have noticed. But he did.

He had visited a gym ever since he married Kristy. First because it gave him somewhere to be other than home, and second, it gave him a reason to be somewhere other than home regularly. If you spent an hour at the pub every day, people would try to stop you or would consider that time unimportant compared to their important lives and needs. But if you said you were heading to the gym, then that was okay with most people.

There was a large gym not too far from his house that he’d used for a couple of years. It was one of those New Generation gyms where you not only had places to work out, but organised team sports, a pool, tennis, yoga sessions, Pilates classes, pregnancy workouts, and a crèche. That didn’t bother Andrew until one of Kristy’s friends suddenly began appearing at the end of each of his workouts. Elaine would wait for him, preening in her purple Lycra, and invite him to cosy chat sessions over coffee.

He began to vary his times, but she somehow cottoned on to it and was there with increasingly plunging necklines. And he wasn’t the only person who noticed. Several men tried to find out his workout schedule so they could come along and watch Elaine watch him. As Elaine’s clothes became more scant, the wobble and bounce of her chest became more pronounced.

“Why don’t you just do her?” Brett asked him once. But Andrew couldn’t really tell Brett the truth. He couldn’t say, “Because the sight of your clothed butt in those shorts is more attractive to me than that woman’s unrestricted mammoth breasts.”

In the end he came up with a rather stock answer. “Have you seen what I have waiting at home for me? Why would I jeopardise that for a little bit of pussy?”

Most men agreed with him on that point. Most men agreed Kristy was well put together. Most men were envious that Andrew had scored and married such a hot piece of arse. Most men didn’t have The Vault to disagree with them.

So he’d stopped going to New Generation months before and tried out Trevor’s. The place wasn’t hip or cool. It didn’t have a café attached that sold sparkling water and gluten-free sandwiches. There was no crèche and no yoga classes. It was purely a gym, the way a gym was meant to be.

At first he felt self-conscious about turning up to the gym in his business suit or having to dress in one as he left, but he soon realised the others didn’t care, and there were some who did the same thing. There was an easy camaraderie between the patrons of Trevor’s.

In the beginning Andrew kept his eyes and thoughts strictly to himself during his workouts and subsequent change room needs. There were some pretty big guys who sported some impressive muscles, and he didn’t need them coming at him with fists or anything else. But then he heard talk and even witnessed some of the sexual antics that went on in the showers, and The Vault opened.

The first time he was propositioned, he turned the guy down. And the next, and the next. But then he thought, why not? There was a deadline looming at his job, and things were stressful. His home life was noisy and chaotic, and he hadn’t felt a man’s body next to his for years.

Ka-ching. Another memory for The Vault. Another memory stored away that he could pull out when he needed. It was only a mutual blow job, but it fired his insides like a fire on a frigid night.

Had he noticed Paul? Was the pope Catholic? Did Andrew’s mother attend church rain, hail, or shine? Did Andrew know the Lord’s Prayer word for word and even backward?

He’d noticed Paul from the very beginning. But if there was such a thing as gaydar, Andrew’s was severely broken. He snorted as he remembered when he couldn’t even recognise the gayness in himself, let alone someone else.

His strict Catholic upbringing meant sex was a taboo subject. He was repeatedly told that sex was for procreation. He’d seen pictures of women in magazines and on TV, but when that didn’t really interest him, he wrongly assumed it was God’s work. God didn’t want him to have sexual feelings for a woman merely for self-gratification, so it was God’s work when those pictures made him feel uneasy instead of horny like the rest of his friends.

Andrew tried hard to be straight. He tried to please his father. He consciously ignored his sinful urges and married a woman like the Bible told him to. He used his seed to bring children into his marriage, and that was about the best damn thing he’d already done in his life.

His children were the only good thing about his marriage to Kristy. The day he stood in front of the altar of Kristy’s church and promised to love and honour her, he lied. He felt sick at the time because he made that vow in front of God, and knew that he would break it. But the church hadn’t fallen in like he dreaded. He looked Kristy in the eye and lied, and she looked him in the eye and lied right back.

When Paul asked him if his marriage was a problem to his fooling around, he was honest and told him it was. In his soul it was a problem because, despite the fact that he didn’t love Kristy and she didn’t expect him to be faithful, he did try to honour his vow. His marriage to Kristy was one of convenience on both sides. Kristy didn’t ask him for much—merely the image of a happy marriage, children, and enough money so she didn’t have to work.

And he gave her that.

Kristy didn’t expect fidelity. She was up-front about that from the first time they broached the subject. She didn’t want to fulfil Andrew’s sexual needs, so she told him that, as long as it never became public, he could sate them with whoever he liked.

But she didn’t realise that would be a man.

Andrew bolted The Vault once again and tried to get on with work. His PA was in a flap about some e-mail, the CFO needed to have a meeting about the latest figures, there was a staff meeting planned for the afternoon that he needed to jot down some notes about, and the stack of reports he needed to sign off on got larger every day.

Andrew worked his arse off all day, loaded the stack of unread reports into his briefcase, and headed home. He battled the traffic and sighed as he turned off the busy highway onto the suburban streets that would take him home. His house was large and showy, but, at the same time, warm and comforting inside. Kristy might not be the love of his life, but she was a good wife and a good mother. The house was tidy, and his dinner was waiting for him in the microwave.

“Daddy!”

Lilah was the first to notice him creep into the living room where the kids were watching Dora on the TV. Kristy was curled up on the lounge, flipping through a magazine while Jeremy played on the floor.

Both kids were in their pyjamas, and Lilah raced for him and flung herself into his arms. He caught her midjump and hauled her upward. “Hey, chicken. How was your day today?”

Jeremy raced to Andrew on chubby legs that were bent around his nappy. “Daddy,” he called. Andrew balanced Lilah on one hip and bent down so he could pull Jeremy onto his other hip. No matter how much The Vault meant to him, his children were more precious than anything.

Kristy looked up with a smile. “Hi, Andy. You’re home earlier than I thought you would be.”

Andy. Ugh. He hated that name. It was the name his family called him, and no matter how many times he asked Kristy to stop, she blithely continued. He wondered if it was her little bit of revenge against the world for being stuck in a marriage she didn’t want. He was the whipping boy for her frustration. The man she wanted to marry wouldn’t leave his wife for her, so she had to settle for Andrew.

“I came home to see my munchkins,” Andrew told her. “I have reports to read after the kids’ bedtime.”

She nodded, but he could see the disinterest in her eyes. She didn’t care what he did after the kids went to bed. Andrew had an office at home that he would shut himself up in, and he wouldn’t see her again until he crawled into the opposite side of the king-size bed they reluctantly shared. Andrew hadn’t been to her side of the bed since September, just a little over three years before—when Jeremy was conceived.

Kristy had wanted another baby and had indicated to him the three best days to conceive, so he opened The Vault, closed his eyes, and went for it. Lilah was conceived in the first month, but it took Andrew three months for his seed to take with Jeremy—three lots of three days, and three days for Lilah. Twelve times.

When the Lord called him to answer for his sins, Andrew would have to tell him he had fucked his wife exactly twelve times in their six-year relationship. Add it to the two other times he tried to be straight before Kristy came along, and his score was fourteen.

Fourteen fucking times. He was pathetic.

“Who’s ready for their bedtime story?” he teased the kids as he jiggled them about.

“Me. I want the monster book,” Lilah cried as she half strangled him.

“Me,” echoed Jeremy, ever determined to keep up with his older sister. “Monster!”

Lilah was four going on fourteen. She was so smart it made him proud—but terrified of what would happen to the world once she had some schooling behind her. Jeremy was his stubborn little man. No one ever told Jeremy that he couldn’t do anything—no sirree. If you said, “No, Jeremy. You’re too little to climb up that ladder,” you would find him perched on the top two minutes later.

Andrew grinned and placed both children back on the floor. “Go pick up your toys and give Mummy a kiss. I’m going to change my clothes, and I’ll be down to your room in two minutes.”

He smiled at them as they obediently hopped to do as he said. Andrew tugged off his tie as he made his way to his walk-in closet and dressing room. No matter how much he wanted Paul and wanted the freedom of allowing The Vault to permanently remain open, his kids were more important. He would willingly give up The Vault every single time just to experience the wonder of fatherhood.
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Paul halted when he saw the white bag on the change room bench and the black garment bag hanging from a nearby hook. It figured. He was back on night shift at the hospital, which meant he was at the gym in the early hours of the morning. His best mate, Lon, worked away on the mines, and he wasn’t always around to work out with, so Paul headed directly to the gym after work.

And was once again crossing paths with Andrew.

For the three days after Andrew “gave him a hand,” their gym times coincided. The first time Andrew was coming in as Paul was getting out of the shower. Andrew gave him a disappointed smile, all the while checking him out.

“Leaving already?” Andrew asked.

“Yes,” Paul replied. What else was he meant to say?

“Have you thought any more about my offer?”

Only about every second breath. And it was true. Paul liked toned bodies. He didn’t mind if they were tall or short, hairy or smooth, black or white, young or not too old. Those things were unimportant. But a man who looked after himself was extremely arousing.

Paul had started working out in his teens. He was gay, and he knew it from a young age. It was never a problem for him, and although he shocked his family, they loved him just the same. But being a gay man meant he battled perceptions. Young, pretty, and scrawny meant he took the bottom. Every time.

And he was young, pretty, and pretty scrawny at eighteen.

Granted, that was fifteen years earlier, and things had changed a bit on the gay scene, but back when he was horny and needing to get laid any way he could, he took it. He watched and observed that the bigger guys seemed to top, and that’s where he wanted to be. So he began working out.

When he hit his twenties, he realised it was all about perception. He had allowed men to fuck him without voicing a protest, but that was only because he perceived he had no other choice.

His best friends from high school were Glen, Lon, and Ronnie. Glen lived next door to Paul, and the two of them grew up thick as thieves from the age of three. Glen was initially taken aback when Paul shared his secret when they were eleven, but it was only for a couple of days. Two days later Glen stared him down in the schoolyard and then rolled his eyes and punched Paul on the shoulder.

“I don’t give a fuck, as long as you don’t forget about that baseball card you promised me.” And Paul and Glen were best mates again.

Unfortunately Glen’s straight lifestyle led him down a wildly different path from Paul’s, and they rarely got together anymore. Glen and his wife Karen turned out to be extremely prolific, and the babies popped out one after the other. Glen kissed his beer money goodbye in order to afford nappies and house extensions, so the friendship waned. Paul no longer had anything in common with his childhood friend, although they still managed to catch up twice a year, away from the kids.

Lon and Ronnie joined Paul and Glen’s friendship group from high school. Paul recognised Lon’s sexual orientation before Lon did. He didn’t know what it was—maybe the way Lon didn’t go all giggly over Melinda Thompson’s breasts like every other male on the first day of high school. So Paul went out of his way to befriend Lon. Even though he was immature, he expected Lon to be a firm ally when his “differences” came out. The gay guys needed to stick together to survive. It didn’t hurt that Lon was the biggest kid in their class. And along with Lon came his brother Ronnie.

Both Lon and Ronnie were adopted. They were only two months apart in age and as different as night and day. Lon was big and an early developer. He was the first in their class to start shaving, towered over everyone—including the teachers—and played fullback at footy. More than one player paled when they took their first glance at Lon playing defence. In contrast Ronnie was a lanky, skinny kid of Aboriginal roots whom no one could catch because he ran like the wind. He was a bit of a hothead and often got into fights, but with backup like Lon, he always won.

When Lon admitted he was gay and started fooling around, there was no question of him taking the bottom. He was big, and the older guys immediately submitted to him, recognising the dominance in him. Paul had watched with jealousy, then vowed to pump up so he could get some arse and not have to always give his.

By the time he was twenty-five, he realised two things—size had no bearing on topping or bottoming, and gay men are allowed to say no.

“No,” he answered Andrew. He wasn’t answering the actual question, because fuck yes. Of course he’d thought about Andrew’s offer. What he meant was “No. I don’t wish to take you up on your offer. Just because I’m gay, it doesn’t mean I have to fuck every man I come across.”

Andrew gave a sad shrug and moved on, ending that first meeting after the shower episode. When Paul turned up the next day, he was there again, rowing madly on his machine. He nodded at Paul and continued without missing a beat in his stroke.

Stroke.

Paul headed for the treadmill as a warm-up and thought about that word. Stroke. The way Andrew worked that rower showed he had endurance. He would be able to stroke for a good long while.

The weight machines were situated opposite the rowing machine, so Paul chose the one that put the most distance between them. He adjusted the weight load and took his position on his back. It meant his legs were spread and his groin on display, but there was nothing he could do about that.

He pushed up on the bar, counting in his head while he tried to ignore the other man. He had wondered for days about Andrew and his wife. Was it an open relationship? Was Andrew bisexual? Was he looking for someone to join him and his wife for a threesome? Was he a horndog and his wife was sitting at home crying while he did whatever he wanted?

Paul finished the set and sat up to increase the weights for the next round. He glanced at Andrew, who was still rowing without a missed beat.

“Does she know?” he asked suddenly in the silence between them.

Andrew was wearing loose black shorts and a workout shirt. They both carried brand-name labels, which Paul thought was a bit pretentious. But if you could afford designer gear, why not? Andrew’s face was flushed, and sweat gathered under his armpits as he glanced in Paul’s direction.

“Not specifics,” Andrew puffed out as he continued to work his machine. Neither man had to ask what the other was talking about.

“So she doesn’t mind?”

“As long as I don’t bother her for sex and her friends never know, then no. She doesn’t mind.”

Paul settled down on his back again and pushed out another fifty. By the time he finished, Andrew had moved to the leg press.

“You two don’t sleep together?” Paul asked, confused but picking up the conversation again.

“No.” Andrew’s answer was short and without hesitation.

“Then why not get a divorce?”

“Because then my family would find me another wife. This one’s fine with me.”

That’s when Paul started feeling sorry for him. “Why not simply tell them you’re gay?”

Andrew didn’t look up from his knees. “Leviticus 18:22.”

Now Paul was angry. One fucking line in a bloody book that was over two thousand years old, and gay men all over were crucified for it. It was one bloody sentence in a chapter that came after the verse forbidding people to burn their children alive as a sacrifice to a foreign god. Any tribe that required a law to spell out that they shouldn’t murder their children would never understand something as biological as sexual orientation.

“You don’t believe that rubbish, do you?” Paul asked in exasperation.

“No. But they do.” Once again Andrew’s answer was short and without hesitation.

Shit.

Paul wondered how often Andrew had that shit rammed down his throat growing up. He also wondered if Andrew’s family made sure he knew the line about Jesus loving everyone. Not everyone apart from the gay people. Everyone. Full stop.

Paul moved machines again, loaded the weights, and took his place. The silence grew. Andrew finished his legs and moved on to his arms. He took a spot in front of the mirror so he could check his posture. Paul watched for a moment, admiring his body, then abandoned his squats to take a berth next to Andrew. The guy seemed decent enough, and he was in a tough situation. Paul couldn’t imagine what he would’ve done if his family had rejected him over something as archaic as a Bible verse.

“Do you want me to show you a new position?” he asked Andrew.

“I’m always open to new positions,” Andrew replied with a flirtatious smirk. Paul smiled involuntarily. Although he’d been rejected, it seemed Andrew wasn’t one to take offense.

“I think you know enough of those positions without my help, but I was going to help you beef up your brachioradialis. What you’re doing is great for your brachialis, but you’re ignoring other parts.”

“My what?”

Paul grinned. “You really don’t know? Didn’t anyone show you? What did you do? Just turn up to a gym one day and start working out?”

Andrew shrugged. “Basically.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Okay, then. Essentially your brachioradialis is this muscle in your forearm. You need to turn your wrist over and pull the weight up to get it working for you. Here, I’ll show you.”

For the next twenty minutes, they worked side by side. Paul gave pointers where he could, and Andrew asked questions. Finally Andrew said, “I have to get to work. I’ve loved this morning, so thanks for showing me. Perhaps I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“I’ll be here.” Andrew nodded once and left Paul to finish his workout alone.

But the next day, Paul finished late, and Andrew was already in the change room, looking so damn fucking fine in his suit and knotting his tie with experienced fingers. Paul got all sorts of ideas from that single blue-striped piece of cloth. If a muscled and toned man turned him on, a muscled and toned man in a corporate suit with a stuffy tie around his neck was ambrosia. Those ties pleaded to be pulled off, and those starched shirts really begged for some physical activity to muss them all up.

Andrew’s face lit up as he noticed him. “Hi. Missed you today.”

Paul had to remind his tongue to unstick from the roof of his mouth. “Work.”

He watched as Andrew’s face dropped down to the nursing uniform Paul wore. Some men called him a sissy for taking up such a female-dominated profession, but Paul loved it. He wondered what Andrew’s reaction would be. But Andrew nodded and said, “Night shift, I’m guessing?”

He threw his ratty bag down on the bench next to Andrew’s white one and sat to take off his shoes. “Yeah. Final night on this rotation, thank goodness. I now have four days off before day shift starts.”

Andrew finished his tie and started gathering his gear. “So no more early morning gym?”

“Nah. Lon’s home tonight, so we’ll do some day sessions together.”

“Lon? I’ve seen him around. Is he your boyfriend?”

“Hell no,” Paul laughed. “Just a good mate. I doubt if Lon would bend over for me, and I’ve seen his dick. Fuck me. I’m never wanting that anywhere near my arse.”

He planned on getting clean as soon as possible and pulled his shirt over his head. As the material cleared his face, Andrew stepped up close and personal. “Paul? I’d bend over for you any day of the week and twice on Sundays.”

As he stared at Andrew’s eyes, Paul swallowed loudly and allowed his shirt to drop unnoticed to the ground. He could smell the sweet toothpasty breath that was coming from Andrew’s mouth, and it was suddenly oh-so interesting. Andrew was only an inch taller than Paul’s five foot eleven and had less bulk on him, which meant their mouths were only a couple of inches apart. That fucking striped tie had Paul boning up, interested and eager despite the ring of gold that banned them from proceeding.

Andrew licked his lips, and his eyes fell to Paul’s mouth. Paul had to swallow the sudden ocean of saliva in his mouth.

“Hot damn,” Andrew whispered. “Fuck. I wish I didn’t have to go to work. I wish you could take me into those showers and screw me hard.”

Paul came over all shivery at the thought. “No doors.”

Yeah. He was a hypocrite. He willingly watched other guys get their freak on in those showers, but he didn’t want to be the one to give the show. 

He watched as the information sank in with Andrew. “I can think of at least four hotels within a five-minute walk from here,” Andrew offered.

“You have to get to work,” Paul reminded him.

“What about another time?” Andrew immediately responded. “Anytime. Day or night. You tell me, and I’ll make the arrangements.”

God, it was tempting. Paul had to push down the swell of desire that had him yearning to throw away all his morals and say “fuck yes” to his libido. He wavered in his resolve and found himself saying, “I’ll think about it.”

Andrew quirked his mouth as if he thought about smiling, but restrained himself. “Good.” Then he lowered his mouth and pressed their lips together. Heat exploded between the two of them and nearly overcame their restraint. It was a chaste kiss by all standards—a simple meeting of lips and a few seconds of pressure—but it clearly had both of them wishing for more. As he was pulling back, Andrew brought one hand up and pinched Paul’s nipple. Hard.

Paul couldn’t stop the moan of pleasure that erupted from his throat. Fuck. He loved rough sex and dominating men.

Andrew paused. It looked like he was assessing the situation and the moan. Then he really smiled. “I think we would do much better in a hotel room, after all. I’m looking forward to it.” He lightly brushed his hand over Paul’s full erection as he stepped back and then gathered his bag.

“I’ll be waiting, Paul.”

Then he left.
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




Andrew sighed as his PA shut the door to his office, leaving him with a stack of papers to go through and sign. At times he felt like she was running the show. She’d already read all the details inside the reports and helpfully placed bright pink sticky flags to show where he needed to throw his initials. She also went through his e-mails and replied to most of them, leaving red electronic flags to show the ones he had to give his personal attention to. And she had screened all of his phone calls on both his office phone and work mobile.

Erica was a treasure. But goddamn it, sometimes she felt like the boss and he her employee. She calmly placed the papers on the centre of his desk, confiscated his mobile, and gently told him she’d answer the calls on his behalf to give him time to do his work.

It felt like time-out.

With another sigh he picked up the first paper and began reading. He made his mark next to the bright pink flag to approve the report and winced when his forearm twinged as he scrawled.

He’d been doing the exercises like Paul suggested, working the bracky-thing muscle. It hurt like crazy, telling him he’d neglected that part of his body in the past. But if Paul told him to do it, he’d do it.

The things you do to get fucked.

He hadn’t seen Paul for nearly two weeks. He wondered what time he was turning up at the gym because Paul’s gorgeous body told its own story. He was a man who worked out daily. So, if Paul wasn’t coming in during the morning, when did he turn up? Was it at a time Andrew would be able to rearrange his schedule to join him?

Andrew signed more papers and allowed his mind to wander as geological data whizzed through his head. Being the CEO of Cabott’s Oil and Gas Exploration paid for more than just the bills, but it was boring as all heck. Still Andrew had fought tooth and nail to get where he was, and he was not about to let it all slip. He’d been Operations Manager two years before, when Martin Browne unexpectedly had a heart attack. At that stage the market was booming, and the small company could not afford to sit idle for two weeks until Martin was strong enough to tell them what they should do. So Andrew was promoted to acting CEO, and everyone carried on as before.

Eight weeks later Martin regretfully handed in his resignation, and the board blinked in astonishment. The company was small compared to the mining giants, and the board was made up of six family members who didn’t really care what happened to the company as long as the profits were good. Andrew was asked to attend the meeting, and Mr Harvey Cabott frowned at him.

“Did you know that Martin Browne was going to resign?”

“No, sir,” Andrew answered immediately and truthfully. Mr Cabott was in his sixties and very old-school. He was a geologist back in the days when geology meant digging a hole with a shovel.

“So what are we meant to do now, Andrew?” Mr Cabott looked perplexed. It was immediately clear to Andrew that Mr Cabott had no business sense at all. Then Mr Cabott frowned with exasperation. “Now we have to hire a new CEO. Damn Martin’s heart.”

Andrew truthfully thought it was the damn cigarettes Martin couldn’t stop putting in his mouth, but he kept quiet. Then Mrs Cabott spoke up. Mrs Cabott, Senior—Mr Cabott’s mother.

“Harvey. Don’t be an idiot all your life. This man has been doing Martin’s job for the last eight weeks. Don’t waste money on recruitment when he can do it.”

Andrew’s heart began to pound. Would they really consider him for the job permanently?

“Eight weeks in the job is not enough to judge, Mother,” Harvey argued. “Andrew doesn’t have the experience that Martin had.”

“Good,” his mother said. “That means we don’t have to pay him as much. Now I have a luncheon with the ladies, so can we wrap this up?”

“Mother, this is more important than lunching with your friends,” poor Harvey cried.

“I vote we put Andrew in the CEO position,” said Harvey’s wife, putting in her two bits. “He has nice eyes.”

“Yes,” seconded their daughter. “Can we simply put him in charge so we can all go?”

The two other board members agreed—Mr Cabott’s other daughter and her husband—and that was it. Mrs Cabott, Senior directed Andrew to have a new contract drawn up for his position and have it before the board when they met again in four weeks.

And he did—but he was smart. His contract was for less than Martin’s salary, as they expected, but it was performance based. He would receive the same company perks, but with quarterly bonuses dependent on the company’s profits and share options paid yearly. He also promoted the best men in the company on the same type of deals—men who would work for profit. And then he worked damned hard to make the company flourish.

Two years later he was still the youngest CEO in his field, but he was making a difference. He attended the big parties with Kristy on his arm, spoke with bankers, advised politicians, and helped Cabott’s grow.

And in secret he dreamed of Paul.

Four hours later he was unexpectedly looking into Paul’s gorgeous blue eyes. It was strange that he could see the colour even across the room. Nestled on the banks of the Swan River, The Old Brewery was an historic site that had been made into a premier bar and restaurant. The prices were expensive, but it was worth it in terms of ambience and view, and it was a great place to have that special, once-in-a-while, splash-out dinner or to butter up clients.

The sales manager of Cabott’s, Bryce Wilson, was trying to close the deal with some new clients, so he organised a “men’s night” at the Brewery—on the company’s credit card, of course. Politically incorrect, but it was how he played the game. Bryce demanded Andrew’s presence, as well as that of the CFO and the operations manager, to show the new client what a great bunch of guys they really were.

Andrew had scarcely taken his seat and Bryce was about to call the waiter over when a simple glance around the room made Andrew’s day jump from humdrum to spectacular. Paul was sitting across the room and staring directly at him, one eyebrow raised in query. Andrew allowed his face to soften into a small smile, and he gave a nod in acknowledgement before he turned to the new client and began working.

But Paul’s eyes were there every time he glanced up. Andrew allowed himself to check out the rest of Paul’s party to see who he was dining with. A lover? A boyfriend? There were four women and two men seated at the table. Since Paul was gay, there was only one person at that table he would be partnered with, and that man was sitting on the opposite side and over one. Not partners, then.

The table was lively. Their evening meal was half-eaten, and the wine bottles were mostly empty. Paul was dressed casually but smart.

With effort Andrew pulled his attention away and gave his dinner order with the others. Twenty minutes later he saw Paul get up from the table and make his way to the bar. The temptation was too much. Andrew excused himself and followed, saying he needed to say hello to an acquaintance. He pulled his wallet out and placed a twenty-dollar note on the bar at Paul’s elbow.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked as he moved into the spot next to Paul.

He watched as Paul dropped his eyes to Andrew’s chest and said, “I think when you’re wearing that tie, you can do anything you want with me. Shit. I never knew diamonds were so damn sexy.”

Andrew glanced down at his tie, which was dark blue and embroidered with silver diamonds. “You like it?”

Paul licked his lips, and Andrew got the impression Paul didn’t exactly want that tie wrapped around a shirt collar. No. Andrew rather thought Paul wanted that tie wrapped around something else. The bartender came over.

“What will it be, gentlemen?”

They ordered, and as the bartender left, Andrew asked, “What brings you here tonight?”

Paul smiled as he leaned his elbows on the bar. “My baby sister’s birthday. She’s the one in the red who’s going to have to be carried out of here tonight. It’s her thirtieth birthday, and she’s celebrating the milestone and mourning her single status all in one. How about you?”

“Work,” Andrew replied. “Brownnosing. You know how it goes.”

There was a hint of a smile as Paul said, “Brownnosing? It looked like sucking up to me.”

As the bartender placed their drinks on the bar and whisked away the money, Andrew whispered for Paul’s ears only, “I don’t just suck. I swallow. All the way down.”

A fire lit in Paul’s eyes, which was the intent, and Andrew pulled out his wallet once again to place his change away. Unobtrusively he pulled out his business card and left it on the bar as he grabbed his money. “Call me.”

––––––––
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“Andrew?”

Erica’s voice came over the intercom as he made notes in the margin of a report. He barely stopped what he was doing. “Yes?”

“There’s a Paul Marshall on line three for you. He said it was a personal, rather than a business call, but I’ve never spoken to him before. He’s not on your list of friends and family. Did you wish to take the call?”

Paul Marshall? Paul?

Could it be?

“I know who it is. Thanks, Erica. I’ll take it.”

He nearly snatched the handset up. “Hello?”

“Hi.”

Andrew nearly melted at the sound of Paul’s voice. He’d berated himself all the previous night, blaming the alcohol, blaming his hormones, blaming everyone except the person who was stupid enough to give his business card to a relative stranger.

A stranger who knew his deepest secret and could bury him. It might be completely wrong these days to judge people on their sexual orientation, but it didn’t mean it didn’t happen. It was fine to be gay in the fashion world or in arts. But mining? Ha.

Andrew was thirty years old and had never even heard a whisper about himself that he might bat for the other team, yet he gave out his fucking business card to a potential hookup.

Goddamn it. This man better be worth it.

“Paul.” Andrew’s single syllable was not only relief—he had called!—but also excitement—he had called!

“Yep” came the mellow, amused reply. “I’m Paul and you’re Andrew. Andrew Lockwood, CEO of Cabott’s Oil and Gas Exploration. Swanky.”

On his end of the phone, Andrew blushed. He managed millions of dollars, hundreds of staff, and spearheaded exploration in his field, yet one sexy package of a man calling him “swanky” made him blush.

He demurred. “Not really. Hard work is more like it.”

“So what are you doing giving out your business card to guys you barely know?” Paul asked.

“Hoping,” Andrew replied. “Did you change your mind?”

He interpreted the silence as indecision.

“Just an hour?” Andrew asked, trying to keep the pleading out of his voice. He was Andrew Lockwood, a man who took control of any situation he found himself in. He didn’t plead. “One hour. You tell me when. Nothing more.”

He heard a swallow on the other end of the phone. “You got a pen?”

Hope flared. “Yes.”

“Tomorrow night. Nine o’clock. Somewhere in the city that I can walk to Northbridge afterward. Here’s my mobile.” He recited his number and Andrew quickly scribbled it down. He was already making plans in his head. “Message me with the room details.” Paul’s voice was gruff as he gave the request. Then he hung up.

Andrew was left with a dial tone and an erection that wouldn’t be satisfied for another—he looked at his watch—thirty-one hours. Dammit.

––––––––
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“Daddy’s home,” Lilah screamed as she heard the interior door open. Andrew entered the house directly from the garage. He smiled. Lilah raced toward him, clad in her pink pyjamas. Jeremy wasn’t far behind. He picked them both up and kissed them, glad to be with his children and glad he could come home every night and cuddle them.

“Where’s Mummy?” he asked.

“She’s in the bedroom,” Lilah told him. When Kristy didn’t appear within five minutes, he went in search of her and found her curled up on the bed with a light blanket over her body. She was pale.

“What’s wrong?” he immediately asked. Of course he was worried about her. He might not love her, but they rubbed along just fine. She was his wife and the mother of his children.

She sniffed and then grimaced. “Cramps.”
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