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THE SCENT OF CHOCOLATE filled the airy kitchen. Bright sunlight streamed through the windows and reflected off the stainless steel appliances. Danny Perez breathed in, savoring the sweet aroma of the sheet cake. It sat on the granite-topped island in the house that his friends Nick and Julian were renting. Well, technically, Nick's rich daddy was renting it, while Nick finished up his last two years at North Carolina Coastal College. 

Julian was Nick's boyfriend and officially Danny's roommate as far as the college was concerned. His mama was religious and wouldn't approve of Julian moving in with his boyfriend before marriage. So they were keeping up a charade for when his parents came to visit. 

Not that Danny ought to mind. Sophomores weren't allowed to have single rooms, so he was in an enviable position, having the place to himself. Two closets to hold his extensive wardrobe. Privacy if he had a gentleman caller. 

He eyed the cake, the chocolate frosting decorated with "Happy Housewarming" in blue and yellow script. Danny wasn't ashamed to admit to himself that he missed Julian. The quiet room made him restless and bored. And he couldn't help being jealous of how stupidly in love Nick and Julian were. Danny had never experienced anything like that, and the absence smoldered like a slow burn in his chest. 

He picked up the shiny cake knife and counted how many slices he would need for the group gathered outside on the deck. Eight should do it. He slid the knife into the soft confection and cut eight perfectly uniform pieces. 

The latch rattled on the French doors in the great room adjacent to the open kitchen. Danny looked up as Kade Goreki stepped inside. A wave of heat swept over Danny, a soft stirring in his cock that he instantly willed down. 

Kade was tall and lean and tanned, and his white polo shirt showed off his contoured biceps. The basketball team's gorgeous star center had golden-brown hair and green eyes. His cheekbones and chiseled chin would make a movie star weep with envy. 

But Kade was as straight as the stick up his ass. 

"Beau said I should come help you."

Danny raised his brows at that. Beau, Kade's roommate, had been cranky all afternoon, and had probably sent Kade inside to keep from killing him. Beau was dating Danny's sister Alisse, and was as easygoing as they came—but Kade had a way of getting on everyone's last nerve. 

"Give me a minute," Danny said. "I'll plate these slices, and you can help me carry them outside."

Danny topped a blue dessert-sized paper plate with a white pastry doily. Kade scowled at him. "Why are you putting the cake on paper like that? It isn't sanitary."

"Of course it is. This is what they're designed for."

"It's a waste."

"Beauty is never a waste." 

Kade went silent as Danny continued his task. Until he said, "Why are you wearing lipstick?"

Danny took a calming breath. "It's lip gloss, and I wear it because I enjoy it."

Kade shot him an uncomprehending glance. "Makeup is for girls."

Danny forced his attention onto the slice of cake he was transferring to a plate. "Not in the house where I grew up. One of my fathers is a drag queen."

Kade's eyes went wide. "No way!" 

"Yes, way." Danny kept his tone even, wondering where the fuck this conversation was headed. 

Alisse had told him that Kade was like Sheldon on The Big Bang Theory, and had no idea how offensive he was. A computer science major, when he wasn't on the basketball court, he was working on his computer. He was apparently some kind of programming genius, but had no social skills to speak of. Danny could attest to that last part. 

"That must have been weird, growing up in a family like that."

"I couldn't say." An acerbic edge crept into Danny's voice. "A family like that is my normal."

Kade grew more animated. "Alisse said you had gay dads, but she didn't mention one was a drag queen. So, does he dress like a woman all the time?"

"No, only when he's performing." 

Kade knitted his brow. "What do you mean, performing?"

"He's an entertainer. Cabaret shows."

A perplexed look crossed Kade's features. "You mean, like, a stripper?"

"No, nothing like that. He sings and dances." 

"Oh, okay, that makes more sense." Kade nodded thoughtfully. "So...are you a performer?"

The boy's mind certainly did make some odd leaps. "I do some acting in the school Shakespeare troupe." 

"But you wear makeup even when you're not acting."

Danny sighed and set down the cake server. "Yes." 

"So you just like dressing like a girl?"

"I don't dress like a girl, Kade. I don't ascribe gender to clothing the way most people do."

"Then you're, like, genderfluid?"

Danny's lips parted. He was shocked Kade knew that word. "No, darlin', I identify as male. My definition of masculinity isn't as limited as yours." 

Kade's shoulders slumped. "You don't make any sense."

Danny fought off a laugh at that. Kade was talking like an idiot savant, yet Danny was the one who didn't make sense.

"What's confusing you, darlin'?"

"You're wearing makeup and nail polish and a pink tank top. Yet you say that you don't dress like a girl and you're not genderfluid. So what are you?"

"Comfortable in my own skin." 

Kade rolled his eyes. "But you've got to be something."

"I don't feel comfortable with labels."

"Then how is anyone supposed to know what you are?"

"I'm a sophomore studying pharmaceutical sciences."

"You know what I mean."

"Not really. Why is this so important to you?"

"I don't know what to make of you."

"Then don't make anything of me. Accept me for who I am."

Kade pursed his lips assessingly, then nodded. "I guess I can try that." His voice dropped to a murmur. "You're not offended, are you? It seems like I'm always offending people, but I don't know it. Alisse is trying to help me. Your sister's nice."

Danny's lips curved into a smile. "Do you have a little crush on her?"

Kade stared. "What? No! I would never think about Beau's girlfriend that way. He's been good to me. He puts up with me when no one else would." Kade sank inside himself, turning silent. A stoic expression crossed his face. 

Danny could feel the dismay radiating off of him. He walked around to the other side of the island and clapped Kade on the back. "Now don't go and upset yourself. I was only teasing. Alisse may be my sister, and I may be gay, but I can see that she's pretty."

"Oh, yeah, she's beautiful, but she's off limits." Kade bit his lip. "You two don't look anything alike. Do you have the same mother?"

Kade's invasive questions irritated Danny, but he kept his temper. "The same egg donor, yes, but different fathers. My other dad is blond-haired and blue-eyed, like Alisse. My bio dad is Latino, and I inherited his dark features." 

"So, do you feel like...one is more your father than the other?"

The French doors to the deck opened, and Alisse stepped inside. "Everything okay?"

"Oh, sorry." Danny gathered the cake slices onto a couple of cookie sheets to use as trays. "We were talking—"

"That's fine." Alisse smiled. "We're in no rush."

"We were talking about your fathers," Kade said. "And I wondered if you feel closer to the one who's your real dad."

"They're both our real dads," Alisse said gently. 

Kade blushed a charming shade of pink. "No, I know, I mean, your bio dad." 

"Most of the time, I don't think that way," Alisse said, a hint of exasperation in her voice, and a fake smile plastered onto her lips. 

"They don't treat us differently," Danny added. "I was probably nine years old before I really understood that I was biologically related to one but not the other." 

Kade nodded thoughtfully. 

"You were always a miniature version of Papà," Alisse said. 

"Yes, but I'm just as close to Dad." Danny hated these conversations, and the notion that the happy family he'd grown up in was somehow less because it was different. And to hear even the barest suggestion of it come from Alisse's mouth pierced his heart. 

Kade stood shuffling his feet, apparently disconcerted by the sudden influx of emotion. He looked so innocent in that moment, so—kissable—that Danny had to fight the urge to take him in his arms. Danny reminded himself of how exasperating the guy was, and—oh, yeah—straight. 

"We should take the desserts outside before the boys send in a search party." Danny picked up a cookie sheet, and Kade did likewise. Alisse opened the French doors for them, then followed them out. Beau, her tall, dark-haired, basketball player boyfriend, drew her into his arms. They looked adorable together, as did the other couples assembled on the deck: Nick and Julian, of course, and Julian's brother Tyler with his boyfriend Lamar. Danny felt a twinge of jealousy, which he quickly tamped down, at being the only single one at the party. 

Well, he and Kade, who looked like a long-limbed, golden-haired Adonis in the shimmering sunlight. With a soft, pink, kissable mouth that Danny couldn't take his eyes off of. 

Danny forced himself to stop thinking that way. Because a crush on Kade Goreki could only end in heartache. 

♥♥♥
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KADE SLID A PLASTIC fork into his slice of cake, trying to shut out the conversation around him. He'd screwed things up with Danny somehow. Danny was being nice about it, but Kade had learned the hard way that people being nice didn't mean they weren't pissed off. In fact, the nicer they acted, the madder they probably were. 

He set down his cake on the picnic table. His stomach hurt too much for him to eat. Being around people often made him feel that way, but with Danny, it was ten times worse. 

He couldn't wait for basketball season to start. On the court, everything made sense. Bodies in formation, the trajectory of the ball—his mind could see everything lining up before it happened. But people weren't logical or predictable. Their reactions were random, and sometimes, just plain mean. 

Kade got it. He had no social skills. He'd heard it so many times, from so many people, that he couldn't argue against it as a fact. He never meant any harm, but folks always took things the wrong way. It seemed to him that other people were the ones with no social skills, assuming the worst and searching for hidden meanings, instead of just taking words at face value. But whatever. Kade was sick of trying to figure it out. 

Except...He and Beau had only been roommates for a week, and already he could tell he was getting on Beau's nerves. Beau would start raising his voice when Kade asked questions, or when he said something that wasn't politically correct. 

Like when Beau had complained about the previous renters leaving a bunch of junk in the house, and Kade had suggested they hire some Mexicans to clean it out. 

Beau had yelled at him, saying there were Mexicans who were engineers and doctors. Kade knew that. But Kade's daddy had told him that if you wanted a job done well and quickly, then you should hire Mexicans. White folks were too uppity and took their good-ole time. Kade supposed that was a stereotype, like Beau had said. But Kade was just going by what his daddy told him. His daddy was the nicest person Kade knew, and Kade didn't think he was a bigot. But maybe Kade was wrong about that. He was wrong about so many things when it came to people. 

Kade looked over at Danny, who was probably Mexican American, and would probably get mad if he heard what Kade had said to Beau. Kade would have to be careful not to repeat things he'd heard at home. For some reason, he didn't want Danny to get mad at him. 

Danny said something funny, and everyone laughed. Now Kade was sorry he hadn't been listening. Danny was the kind of guy who attracted an audience just by being. His smooth, melodic tenor voice, his gentle mannerisms, his witty observations all made him easy to be around. Listening to him talk was pleasurable regardless of what he said. 

Not to mention, Danny was beautiful. It seemed like a strange word to use about a man, but it suited him. His face was broad and flat, but with high cheekbones and deep-set dark eyes set off by black eyeliner. That and his pink lipstick—lip gloss—made him look dramatic. His hair was dark and thick and wavy, and Kade imagined it would be soft to touch. He'd never wanted to touch a man's hair before, but Danny's seemed to invite it. 

And that was weird, because Kade was straight. He'd had a girlfriend in high school, and they were serious for a while. He'd enjoyed sex with her just fine, so clearly this urge to touch another man's hair didn't mean Kade was gay. It just meant Danny had pretty hair. 

"You okay, Kade?" Danny asked, looking up from the chair where he sat. 

"What? Um, yeah."

"You were staring, darlin'." 

"Oh, I was just...Who does your hair?"

Danny grinned. "My hair?"

"Yeah...it looks nice."

"I'm not sure this style would suit you."

"No, I'm sure..." Kade's cheeks heated. He was certain Danny could see him blushing. 

Danny rose and moved toward him. "That's all right, darlin', I'm just teasing you."

"Oh. Yeah." Having Danny close made his stomach hurt again. His brain was getting mixed signals. Danny was all man with his thick arms and broad shoulders and narrow hips. But the makeup he wore, and the soft, willowy clothing, gave him a sensual look that Kade found mesmerizing. He couldn't help staring, but he'd have to be more careful not to be obvious about it. 

He looked around. Nick and Julian's house was just off campus. It had a good-sized yard for a house in town, with grass and some white oleander along the fence. He and Beau had considered renting a place like this to be close to the college. They had decided on a beach house instead. It meant they had to drive to school but it was worth it. 

A particularly courageous chickadee landed on the feeder set up on the deck and took a sunflower seed. Another followed suit. Chickadees reminded Kade of his mama—she had trained them to eat right out of her hand. Even the birds could see how gentle she was, her curly auburn hair blowing in the breeze. 
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