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Author's Note




While you do not need to read Ask Me For Fire in order to enjoy the novel, this is its direct companion. Ambrose, Raf's best friend, and Ambrose's boyfriend, Barrett, are the main characters in that novel. This book begins after the destruction of Alpha firewatch tower in Ask Me For Fire. Alpha Tower is destroyed at the end June and this book picks up a few weeks later. 

Content warnings: language, explicit sex, drinking (not to excess), discussions of relationship parameters (one MC has a friends with benefits agreement before any relationship with the other MC); behavior by an ex that is questionable/borderline obsessive.








  
  
Chapter one



“That is the ugliest shade of yellow I’ve ever seen. It’s not yellow, actually. It’s essentially a shade of jaundice and completely hideous.” 

“I agree.” Arie cocked her head and squinted at the bare wall. “And worse, all the sunlight coming in makes it look kind of puke green.”

Raf pointed to a spread of paint swatches. “And those are no better.” He frowned and leaned back in his chair, reaching for the beer bottle cradled between his knees. “Awful,” he said after taking a swig.

Arie laughed. “The paint or the beer?”

“Both.” For some reason, the paint swatches were bothering him. It really shouldn’t be difficult to pick a color for the walls of the new gallery. But everything needed to be right and the pale yellows and greens Arie had brought over simply weren’t the way to go. “Truly terrible,” he said, taking another swig.

“Spoiled.”

“I am not.”

“You absolutely are. It’s a grave of your own making, my friend.”

He swiped a hand down his face and tried to push away the creeping sensation of inadequacy he always got when things didn’t go as planned. Picking paint should have been easy and it wasn’t Arie’s fault he was being stubbornly particular. But Raf had dreams for this space. He’d envisioned a bright, sunny place with light yellow paint, but his imagination and cruel reality weren’t matching up. Fickle mistress, reality, casting doubt on his pristine plans. “Ugh.” When Arie snickered but said nothing, he glanced at his friend and watched her fiddle with the end of her long blond braid before saying, “All right, scratch the yellows and greens. Let’s see that swatch book again.”

By the time they’d picked out a deep navy, so dark it felt velvety on the eyeballs, the sun had long set and Raf could see the glow of the streetlights in the nearby park. The newest gallery was in a quiet part of St. Augustine, a town with a reputation for perfection in a cozy seaside kind of way. It was a strange shift from the bustling streets and flickering surrounding his other galleries. His best friend, Ambrose, had teased him when Raf talked about this most recent move. 

“Cottage-core seaside isn't quite your vibe, Raf,” Ambrose said with a laugh. 

“Maybe I'll start wearing hemp, just to prove you wrong.”

There was a clang on the other end of the phone, and then Ambrose cursed. “Keep forgetting how heavy that damn pan is. Barrett says hello, by the way.”

In the background, Raf heard Barrett’s deep baritone and smiled. Barrett was easily the best thing to ever happen to Ambrose, and even though he’d visited them earlier in the year for Ambrose’s birthday, Raf felt their absence. A lingering ache deep in his bones. Ambrose was his brother, his friend, his closest confidant; and he lived across the country and now had the sweetest bear of a boyfriend in Barrett. If Raf could have, he would have moved Ambrose and Barrett to St. Augustine, set them up in a house on the coast. But those two weren’t beach people, preferring dense forests and the call of birds high up in a pine tree canopy. 

They’d be in town in late autumn, but he missed them.

“Well, I should have everything by the end of the week,” Arie said, rising from her chair and offering a hand down to Raf. “That timing still okay?”

He gave her a small smile, head still clouded with thoughts of Ambrose and Barrett. “You know me. Always ahead of schedule to keep from being behind.”

She chuckled and hauled him to his feet with a firm grip. “We good?”

“We’re good.” Raf helped her scoop up her swatch books and the various notebooks and pens and pencils that always rattled around in her bags. Arie was an artist at heart; it was how they’d met, at her first exhibit years ago. Even then, she’d had several pencils jammed into her messy bun, more in her overall pockets, and a big canvas bag slung about her tiny frame. Raf had immediately liked her, so calm and collected and very laissez-faire about the number of snobby rich folks who swarmed around her. They felt the same way about art - it should be interesting, different, and accessible to anyone and everyone. It was partially because of Arie that he’d opened up that first gallery on the east side of nearby Balmer Bay, in an “undesirable” part of town. 

Art was for everyone and should never be gatekept. That was, and would always be, the mission.

“All right, you. Be good, I’ll see you in a few days. And I'll text you when I’ve got all supplies so me and the crew can get started.” Arie looked down at the dusty marble floor. “You got lucky with this one. Clean it up good and you’re going to have this place rockin’.”

Raf accepted her cheek kiss and warm hug with a grateful heart, and then watched her leave, bag swinging at her hip. He sighed and sat back down, draining the last of the beer. There was a lot to do to get this place up and running for the opening, but all that work would be worth it. It always was, but this one was special. He eyed the shadowed corner where his showstopping opener sat. Waiting.

It was tempting to flick through those canvases; to let the soft purples and deep greens soothe his jangling nerves. Perry Bourdet’s illustrations of the flora and fauna of the far northeastern coast were so lifelike they practically begged to be touched. As if they were a check on one’s senses to ensure they really were just illustrations.

To say just illustrations felt like a grand disservice to the art. And that wasn’t only because Raf knew about Perry through Ambrose and Barrett. Perry had been Barrett’s neighbor before he passed away, and Ambrose had bought Perry’s home. Ambrose and Barrett fell in love. And Barrett had trusted Perry’s illustrations to Raf. Raf had to make sure Perry’s art, and the gallery’s feature for its first show, got the praise it deserved. Especially after all the grief and trauma Ambrose and Barrett had been through. Ambrose had been in an accident involving the firewatch tower Barrett had been assigned to for part of the summer. A saboteur had been caught. And while Ambrose was healthy and on the mend, it only made Raf more determined to make this gallery opening better, bigger. More deserving of Perry’s art, and Ambrose and Barrett flying out to attend.

He stood there, halfway between the rickety chair and the canvas stack, undecided. He knew there were beers left, but they were terrible. Arie was an amazing person, but she had truly horrific taste in all alcohol, not just beer. This was also the woman who thought shot gunning Fireball was still a good idea, long past any of their college days.

Raf’s lip curled at the thought of the beers and other cheap alcohol. And standing here, indecisive as all hells, was a little sad. The night air would clear his head for sure, and then he could stumble home and sleep. He cleaned up their bottles, flipped off the lights, and refused to look back at those goddamn ugly paint swatches. It didn’t have to be perfect quite yet.




      [image: ]The Lash and Rose only sounded like a dungeon but in reality it was a bar with a dance floor and plenty of seating. Previously the building had housed a sex shop by the same name, and the new owner decided to keep it for their club. Despite the Mod sixties vibe inside the bar and club, St. Augustine was a more knitted blanket and boats in the bay kind of place.

Raf dug the bar, from the floor to ceiling lava lamps and deep pink and orange leather sofas, to the heavy beaded curtains that partitioned off the private booths for high rollers. He hadn’t been to L&R in a while, and he was mildly curious if one of the bartenders, Matteo, was on staff tonight. They were friendly acquaintances after Raf had recognized Matteo at another gallery’s show and struck up a conversation. Talking to people had always been easy for him.

Raphael could charm the money out of a bank vault, making it follow him down the street as if he were the Pied Piper.

Even now, those words bothered him. It had been a remark on a professor’s grading sheet he’d received after a massive presentation for his thesis. The professor had likely meant it as a compliment, since “so few people have such natural speaking abilities” and “you’d make a great politician” had been slung at him previously. But Raf couldn’t deny that he could talk to anyone about anything, but it had nothing to do with oozing charm or sophistication. He simply liked people.

So when he’d spotted Matteo across the gallery floor, he’d thought nothing of heading over with a friendly smile and a wave. They’d spent the rest of the show shoulder to shoulder, discussing the mixed media pieces on display. And since then, Matteo always kept a look out for Raf on his shift nights at The Lash and Rose.

Head still too full, Raf rounded the final corner before the bar, fingers itching to straighten his collar. He was rather casual today, next to his usual slacks, sweater, and jacket, but the bar didn’t have a dress code. And he certainly wasn’t trying to impress anyone tonight. This was a drink and toddle on home kind of evening.

The bouncer at the door, a woman with a scowl on her face at the line forming, motioned him forward. “Good to see you, babe,” she said as he passed, both of them ignoring groans and protests of those in line. 

Raf patted Sara's arm absentmindedly then strolled inside, hands dug into his jean pockets. Past the main door, the hall split into two pieces. The much shorter end led to an elevator, which was where Raf was headed. The other created a long walk to the main floor; the rotating spotlights dashing rainbow colors against hard concrete and faux wood paneling. Anywhere else, it would have been a horrific combination but here, it transported back decades to when wood paneling and those spotlights were cool. He couldn’t help but grin. The bass from a popular dance floor song from the sixties thumped through his ears, making him glad for the solid soundproofing in Marianna’s office.

At the elevator, he swiped his key card, waited, then took the sleek metal box a floor up, walking out into a sumptuous office decked in vibrant jewel tones. Marianna wasn’t one to shy away from velvets and leather. As he entered the room, Marianna looked up from peering at a record in her hand. The rubies in her ears glinted in the soft light overhead. “I’m feeling nostalgic tonight. Some Joni Mitchell?”

Raf grinned at her. “Nostalgic for you usually means Chopin. What’s going on?”

She smiled at him, dark red lips in a wide bow. The lipstick drew the eye to follow her angular face and the severe lines of her bob. “Raf, darling cousin of mine. Do not tell me you forgot.”

He felt his eyes go wide with panic. Shit. What had he forgotten? He rarely forgot anything anymore, not with his detailed note system and in-depth calendars and alarms. His memory problems weren’t getting worse, were they? 

“Whew okay, I did not mean for that to be so stressful.” Immediately, Marianna was at his side, her warm hands gentle as she directed him by the shoulders to the sofa along the far wall. They sat down, Raf’s mind reeling. “Raf. When you signed the lease on the new gallery! It’s been six months, and when you called me, you were playing Joni Mitchell!”

Raf hung his head in relief. “No problem. I just…it’s been a day.”

She hummed sympathetically and hugged him close. “And a week and apparently a month. Sorry again, totally didn’t mean to do that.”

He was so relieved to not have forgotten something genuinely important, he almost missed understanding the bigger picture. It had been a trying few months and it wasn’t going to get any better. And the fact that time had gone by so quickly and he’d barely noticed the pass of a full half year since that call? He looked up, feeling despondent. “Just makes me panic when I think my memory’s going the way of roadkill.”

“I think you mean the way of the raisin. Left out in the sun to dry slowly.”

“I was going for smashed under the weight of a car tire - aka reality - and then left for the vultures, aka my shitty brain.”

“Well, we know it isn’t like that and since the smartest person I know should be celebrating…” Marianna gave him one last squeeze and he caught a whiff of herbal shampoo as she stood and went to the liquor cabinet. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

Marianna’s cabinet was stocked with the best L&R had to offer and Raf wasn’t one to say no, especially not tonight when he’d come to the bar for drinks. “Please tell me you have some of the Pappy left.”

“Good choice, cuz.” Marianna was quick to pour two healthy fingers of the aged bourbon for each of them and then handed Raf his glass, settling on the couch to his left. “So, we’re celebrating. But you look like someone’s been kicking the back of your seat the entire flight.”

Despite his despondence, Raf chuckled. The sip of bourbon he took immediately warmed him, so he leaned back into the sofa, turning slightly to better look at her. “Just the usual. Poor me who has to have everything perfect.” Raf frowned as he said it, knowing it sounded pathetic.

To Marianna’s credit, she never laughed or teased when he was stuck in his head like this. Instead, she put a hand on his knee and said, “Want to talk about it?”

Raf fixed his gaze on the gift he’d given her years ago; his first purchase from Arie. Marianna liked dark, gothic-inspired pieces and Arie had done amazing work, sculpting a raven’s head with top hat and monocle, a whip dangling from its beak. Whatever she’d used in the finish on the sculpture cast an iridescent gleam over the bird’s feathers, and the monocle was glass and gold, the top hat coated velvet. It was just the right amount of kitsch and dark glamour, and Marianna had promptly named him Sven and declared him the mascot of the club.

“I’m all right,” he finally said, grateful for her patient silence as his wandering mind settled. “I’ll head down to the floor in a bit. Is Matteo working?”

“He’s off this week. His sister just had another baby so he’s watching his nephew.” 

“Oh. Right.” But he hadn’t known that. He hadn’t even known Matteo’s sister was pregnant. Raf flashed back through his various conversations with Matteo. For someone he chatted with regularly, he didn’t know much about the man. And that realization made him a tad upset. He should have been asking Matteo more about his life, getting to know him better. It felt like a tiny failure.

“Why don’t you text him next week?” she suggested, nudging his leg with her own. “I’m sure he’d like to hear from you.”

“Yeah, good idea,” he replied softly, refusing to look up at her. He felt ridiculous, to be upset at his own little social snag that meant nothing in the long run. But he couldn’t shake the feeling he should have known and offered Matteo and his family congratulations. 

“You can’t keep track of everything and everyone, babe. Go easy on yourself.”

“I know.”

“Yes, and you say that every time and yet.” She nudged him again. “Go downstairs. Find someone pretty to chat up. Or just sit in the corner and brood.”

“Am I bringing down the vibe in the office?” he teased, managing to smile at her again. “I’ll go, I’ll go.”

Marianna blew him a kiss as he got to his feet. Raf took himself and his very nice bourbon down to the main floor. The drink was helping his self-aggrandizing pity party, and hopefully the unrelenting bass thump of dark techno would, too.








  
  
Chapter two



“Downsized? You gotta be shitting me.” 

Silvan knocked back the last of his beer and set the bottle down hard. Harder than he meant to, but the slight reverberation of glass on wood felt good, like a throb in his fingertips. He shifted on the hard booth seat as he replied, “They didn’t need us senior people anymore. Me, Anita, Daman, LaTisha. Just gone.”

“Jesus Christ. Did they at least give you a severance? Isn’t that a thing when you’re that high up the food chain?”

Silvan winced. “Yeah, yeah they did. It’ll cover Bonnie’s next couple of semesters but Ivy Leagues aren’t cheap.”

“Damn.” Yusuf’s gaze was fixed on the scarred oak tabletop on which their beers sat. Durham’s wasn’t a coaster kind of place, so the oak was covered in dents and dings, scratches and the ghosts of thousands of cold or sweating bottles from over the years. “So you’re unemployed?”

Despite the roiling ball of stress in his gut, Silvan had to laugh. “That’s usually what it’s called when your job boots you.”

“I thought it would be something fancy like I’m a gentleman of leisure now.”

“That doesn’t pay the kid’s college bills. Or my water and electric.”

“Fair.” But then his friend lit up like the sun, his face cracking into a grin. Lucky bastard didn’t even have visible frown or smile lines. Silvan swore Yusuf was de-aging, but given how good his mom looked at nearly eighty, the smoother skin and thick brown hair must just be all genetics. He scratched at his three day old stubble with bitten fingernails. Damn. He was already letting things get to him. “But! But! Now hear me out.”

“Oh no.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Yusuf leaned forward, bony elbows evident through his thin plaid shirt. “But! You’ve talked for ages about writing a book. You could work on that while looking for jobs.”

It wasn’t completely mad. “Okay, so just take one of my many, many drafts and…do it.” He could feel his frown deepen. “That sounds depressing. Sitting alone in my boxers, staring at a blank document.”

“It doesn’t have to be! If you’d take your pasty ass outside every now and then, you might find some inspiration.” Yusuf leaned in more, grinning widening like a wild, mad river. “Come on, S. We know you’ve got cash socked away. Take a month or two, see what happens. You constantly bitch about -"

“I don’t bitch.”

Yusuf was undeterred. “Constantly bitch about not having time or focus to work on those drafts. Do it! Go nuts! Self-publish them, do something, man.” All pretense dropped from his face. “I gotta admit, I’m a little worried about you.”

“I don’t know about publishing them myself, Yusuf. That’s maybe a tad too aspirational for me.” Silvan stared hard at his friend. “Don’t worry about me, please.”

“I’m serious. You’ve been…” Those warm brown eyes he knew so well were firmly fixed on Silvan’s face. That ball of stress in his belly grew; almost out of control now, desperately swirling into a void. “You’ve been distant lately.”

“I know.” Silvan reached out and put a hand on Yusuf’s arm. “I’m sorry. I’ve been too in my head lately and the kid’s gone now and I guess it just fucking sucks.”

“What does?”

He shrugged, helpless against his next two words. “Being alone.”

Yusuf didn’t say anything, he simply came around to Silvan’s side of the booth and threw an arm over his shoulder. They sat like that for a few minutes, people-watching from their little corner, as it faced the side door popular with regulars. Silvan watched a few couples enter, followed by one guy he recognized as a regular from the shiny silver belt buckle in the shape of a bear head. Finally, he said, “Thanks.”

“Any time. You know that.” Yusuf nudged him with a narrow shoulder. The man was paperclip thin and tall and absolutely had the pointiest goddamn shoulders. “I should head home. The twins will be back from practice soon and Irene’s got a contract gig she’ll want to work on.”

Silvan said his goodbyes to his friend, getting another shockingly rib-crushing hug before he was left alone, standing on the street. He had options. Walk home, be alone, maybe drink too much. Or find another bar, drink, stumble home. The problem with that plan was there were no other decent bars in the area; at least not ones he liked hanging out in. Silvan stood in the cool air and let his mental map wander over the city. Jake’s Den was several blocks away, but on a Friday night it would be packed with college kids. And considering he had a kid in college, that sounded like torture.

A fuzzy memory, strained through the haze of maybe one too many beers, blossomed in his mind. The Lash & Rose wasn’t too far from Jake’s but it was a certain type of crowd. He would be walking in wearing chinos and a button-down, straight from work like a total dad. And worse, he’d probably look like a desperate fool trying to pick up some strange.

Damn.

Well, maybe he should. Maybe someone wouldn’t mind an older man.

Fuck.

Silvan pulled out his phone and looked up the club’s website. It had been a few months since he’d been there but he remembered its' funky retro vibe. The website bore that visually and he noticed the offerings had been updated to include custom cocktails. It at least sounded fun, and maybe no one would notice his sad dad vibes. At the very least, he'd get a good, stiff drink out of this little adventure.




      [image: ]“So you and me.” Raf tried not to wrinkle his nose at the man seated to his right. The guy was coming on way too strong, from his pharmacy-counter cologne to the blatant up-and-down looks he’d been shooting Raf’s way for the last ten minutes. They’d made some idle chatter but this guy had no subtlety and it was getting on his nerves. He was also leaning into Raf, his breath heavy and smelling of gin. Massive turn-off.

“Sorry, pet,” he said, having to almost yell over the music thumping around them. 

The man frowned but, shockingly, shrugged and got up to wander (slightly unsteadily) across to another empty seat. He and Nina, the bartender, watched the man go. “He’s here every Friday night,” she said, cocktail shaker in hand. “I was gonna warn you away.”

Raf waved her off. “No worries. He wasn’t my type.”

“Don’t blame you.” And she went back to her work, leaving Raf with a fresh martini and a friendly nod. He took the drink and spun on his stool, bracing his back against the bar so he could watch the early birds filter in. It was usually an older crowd that came to L&R before ten pm and now, just barely past eight, he was surprised at the number of people filing in. They weren’t the boisterous, half-drunk young things looking for sweaty dance floor action and the occasional groping. With age came wisdom and all that, and now he could use the temperance of that age and wisdom to enjoy people-watching. When he was younger, he had no patience. No appreciation for the slow, dripping passage of time. He had been so eager to not live in his own mind that he sought relief in the usual. Alcohol, drugs, sex; seemingly carefree and pretty and ready to take flight at a moment’s notice.

He’d learned the hard lessons, the expensive and stressful and painful ones, and by the time he’d changed his habits, he signed up for college courses. He found a job in an art gallery. He fell in love with art and expression and the idea of passion articulated in safer, saner, quieter ways. So as Raf sat on his stool and watched people move about, ordering at the bar or joining the growing throng of dancers, he saw the passion in those people. He saw the linked hands and swift kisses, the care in unwrinkled shirts and understated but expensive jewelry. And he noticed, with no small amount of jealousy, how easily some of the couples moved about each other, as if they’d been doing so for years.

Raf was so wrapped up in his people-watching that he didn’t notice the stool to his left become occupied. “Do you still have the ingredients to make an aviation?”

It was the voice that had him looking in their direction. There was something cultured about their delivery, reminding Raf of some of the students at a boarding school his frustrated mother had sent him to when he was ten. He was kicked out of the school not two weeks later for “mischief and the disobeying of rules”. They were from places like Lithuania and Denmark and Raf enjoyed listening to them speak, even as a child. 

“Yep, got it all here!” Nina said as she swung around, showing off a bottle of creme de violette. “I’ll have it up for you in a minute. You good, Raf?”

Raf raised his still mostly full martini at her, then turned to the stranger at his left. “Don’t let the owner catch wind you order aviations,” he said with a smile, getting in a look at the man beside him. “She’s partial to them but hoards the good gin for her private stock.” He was sociably practiced enough to not openly gape at the man beside him but he realized very quickly it wasn’t his smoothest line. It hadn’t meant to be butter smooth, in a pickup artist kind of way, but Raf considered himself a well oiled machine when it came to talking to people.

This man made his brakes malfunction. Funny, he’d never been particularly partial to the salt-and-pepper hair crowd, but liked it no less than any other shade. But on the stranger, it fit him perfectly. Distinguished, coiffed, and dangerously handsome. In a perfectly pressed button up in light pink with sky blue check, grey chinos, and pointy-toed black patent leather boots, the man looked like he’d stepped out of a luxury ad. Understated watch, gold studs in his earlobes, bright blue eyes, and pale skin stretched tight over high cheekbones.

Raf thought he might swoon.

“Perhaps I know the owner," the man said.

Now he laughed. There was no way. Right? But Marianna moved in a lot of business circles, and if this man wasn’t a lawyer or some C-level executive, he’d eat his Prada boots and walk home barefoot. Gladly. “Well, if that’s the case…” He put out his hand with the most charming grin he had in stock. “Raphael Lutz. I’m the cousin.”

“Silvan Diedrich. I’m the now former marketer for your cousin.” The man squeezed his hand, not too much but just enough. But all Raf could focus on was the tidepool of his eyes and the laugh lines and dimpled chin. There was such a thing as infatuation at first sight, surely. Because Silvan was stunning and he smelled far too good and Raf was just reluctant enough to drop the warm hand wrapped around his.

He took a steadying sip of his martini before saying, “Former?” And he let Silvan’s hand go. 

Nina handed over a purple cocktail and Silvan took it with a grateful smile. She was quick to whisk away whatever bill Silvan slipped across the bar, but Raf wouldn’t have been shocked if it was a fifty. “My firm let me go in the middle of a meeting for a new account. Fired their four most senior employees and marched us out like we’d been caught stealing pens.” Silvan held his drink aloft, studying the color before taking a small sip. “My compliments, Nina.”

She tossed him a wink that made the pink glitter on her eyelids shimmer. “You know I always got you, S.”

“I’m so sorry. That’s horrible.” Whatever flirting he’d been concocting evaporated from his mind. “And I assume there’s no recourse?”

“I’ve got a call in to an attorney but honestly…” Silvan sighed, putting his drink down. “I’ve seen how those fights go. They claim they had standing for the firing, the ex-employee argues otherwise. The company has infinite resources, the employee little. And even if the ex-employee wins, they’re drained of all money and life by the end of it, and that’s usually after years.” His small, sad smile turned into a full grimace. “I just don’t have the wherewithal for it. So thank you, and apologies for dropping all that on you.” 

“I’m sure my cousin would consider retaining you on her own.” He winced as soon as he said it. Marianna would kill him if he somehow made this man think he spoke for her. “I mean, that’s just my guess. I don’t mess in my cousin’s business and nor she in mine.”

Silvan waved him off and Raf caught sight of the glint of gold on his right index finger. An oval signet ring of some kind, though it was far too dark to see more detail. “She couldn’t, even if she wanted to. Clients of my old firm sign contracts for years. She’s locked in for a bit yet. And I have a noncompete.”

“Just for customers of the firm.”

“For most of the city, really. They handle all the middle-sized and large clients around here. Kind of a monopoly. Plus…” Silvan sighed, sipped more of his drink. “Truth be told, I don’t know if I want to go back.”

“Damn.” Raf truly didn’t know what to say but he was so struck by those eyes. He watched a curl of grey hair fall onto Silvan’s high forehead and had to resist the urge to brush it away. 

“Yeah.” Silvan’s blue eyes widened slightly, face becoming more expressive. “You don’t know anyone who needs a marketer? Hell, I’ll take part-time bookkeeping, just to keep the skills sharp.”

The idea hit him like a ten pound mallet between the eyes. “As a matter of fact, I do.” Raf leaned in, heart pounding wildly in his chest. “What do you know about art?”

Fuck, Marianna was going to murder him.








  
  
Chapter three



It wasn’t flirting if they were talking about his sad sack of a situation, right? 

Silvan knew he was lucky, knew being able to send his kid to a top tier school and pay for it out of pocket was an incredibly privileged position to be in. He knew all of that. And yet anger still burned. He’d helped make the firm what it was. He’d been expecting an offer of partner, not a pink slip.

But then again, he’d certainly not been expecting the incredibly charming, handsome man to his right. Silvan’s mind whirled, trying to figure out where Raf was going with his question. 

“What do you know about art?”

Apparently it was a night of strange expectations, or lack thereof. “Some, if you count a pottery class years ago and my many, many trips to the museums up in New Amsterdam.”

“I love it up there. The coast is stunning, of course, but the museums…” Raf drifted off. “Ah, ignore me. I tend to get a little dreamy when someone starts talking about art culture.”

“The passion is nice. It feels like it’s rare these days.” His mouth was suddenly dry and Silvan wondered if he should lean in a little. Maybe display some kind of visible interest? Is that how people flirted now? He’d been out of the game for so long. Maybe drawing the conversation back to ground would be better. Silvan felt a little off-kilter just being in Raphael’s presence. “But what’s this about a job?”

“My god, I really did get off track. I run four art galleries. Well, almost five. The fifth’s due to open in a few months.” The other man smiled proudly. “I find myself in need of more guidance on the marketing side of things. It’s getting to be too much for me to handle and do the day-to-day operations.”

Silvan blinked. “You handle your marketing on your own?”

Raphael shrugged. “I was fine up until now. But if you’re interested, send me your resume and we can set up a time for you to swing by one of the galleries. I have a rotating schedule between locations, so it’s fairly predictable.”

Raphael seemed smart and capable, and given Silvan had worked with his cousin for years, it was a promising opportunity. But if age had taught him anything, it was that jumping in feet-first usually spelled disaster. Or maybe that was just his own track record. So caution stayed his hand. “Do you want me to email it over?”

“Sounds perfect.” Raphael gave him a work email address and as Silvan was typing it into his phone, Raphael said, “This was possibly not the smartest way to make a business contact.”

“At a bar?”

“At a bar. With a man I was about to flirt with.”

He froze, thumbs hovering over his phone screen. When Silvan looked up, Raphael was giving him a coy little smile. “Funny,” he said, throat gone completely dry, “I was trying to figure out how to flirt with you. I’m a little long in the tooth for the bar scene.” Silvan gestured at himself but Raphael just shook his head. “Don’t agree?”

“I don’t, actually.” And then the smile dropped and something neutral replaced it. Gone was the tingle of warmth and familiarity. His expression was still polite but Silvan could see a solid gate slam into place. “But that’s not important. Shoot me that resume and we’ll find a time for you to drop by for a chat.”

“Sounds good.” Silvan internally panicked for a moment. A resume? He had an old one, could probably touch it up and send it over tonight. If he didn’t fall asleep at his computer.

Raphael stuck out his hand and Silvan shook it. “Very nice to meet you, Silvan. I look forward to talking to you.”

“Yeah, same.” Left with nothing else to do, he finished his drink, waved at Nina, and with a nod to Raphael, left the bar, shoving his arms into his jacket as he went. It wasn’t until he was back outside that Silvan had a chance to process the whirlwind that had happened. He’d gone to the club looking for…something and walked away with a job interview opportunity. 

Strange fucking day. Fired hours ago. Now slightly tipsy. Alone on the sidewalk wondering what the hell he’d just gotten into. Silvan sighed and pulled up a rideshare app so he could get home.




      [image: ]“You did what?”

Raf put his hands on his hips, accidentally mimicking Marianna’s pose. “You never told me your marketing guy was…like that!”

“Like what?” 

“You can’t be serious right now.”

“I’m being very serious!” Shit, she was. Marianna wore every expression on her heart-shaped face and now she was looking at him with a mixture of bafflement and amusement. 

“Deeply attractive!” Raf scrubbed at his face with his palm. “And I kind of hit on him and then offered him a job. Fuck, I am an ass grab away from a lawsuit.”

Marianna snorted. A tiny laugh escaped her and she clamped down on it. “One, no you’re not. And two, Silvan’s his own man. And apparently up for grabs.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.” She started chuckling. “I can’t believe you stole my marketing guy!”

“He’s not yours anymore,” he protested but it was helpless. Marianna was biting her lip, indenting that dark red with a perfect white tooth. He felt laughter bubble up in his chest. Jesus Christ, what a day. 

“You still….stole him,” she wheezed out between bursts of laughter. “You’re so dumb. Oh my god. This whole thing is so stupid.”

“Fuck me.” Raf flopped down on the couch in her office. Right back where he’d started the night. Except now he had a line on someone to handle advertising.

He’d talked to Silvan with the intention of flirting. But he was a professional and could easily whisk away any troublesome attraction to the man. Compartmentalize and move on.

“Aw, Raf.” Marianna plopped down beside him. “I know. He’s a hottie but he really is a good ad guy. I hate that Longbeach & Stymer let him go. It’s kind of stupid, getting rid of your senior people like that.”

“Not if you’re more concerned with profits over people and quality.”

“True.” She patted his knee. “So, looks like you have a choice. Hire him or date him.”

The groan building in his chest released like steam from a valve. “Mar, come on.”

“I’m being realistic. You need someone to help you keep track of all the marketing for the galleries. He’s good at what he does.” Marianna waggled her dark eyebrows and he couldn’t help but laugh. “Or you can pretend he’s not what you need and then ask him out to dinner.”

He really did need a marketing manager. He could always find someone else to flirt with. Decided, he gave his cousin a grateful hug and left the club. It was easy to let his thoughts drift as a cab drove him home, but he kept coming back to Silvan’s practicality. The man had just been fired and if it was throwing him for a loop, he hadn’t shown anything but normal frustration over the situation. Raf was sure there was more to the story and he was, admittedly, curious. It wasn’t only because Silvan was incredibly good looking. He seemed interesting and apparently liked art, or the thought of art, and that was a plus in his book.

When he arrived home, Raf put his shoes on the rack and his coat on one of the hooks in the closet, then made a beeline for his bed. His curiosity about Silvan was waylaid by the jaw-cracking yawns that had interrupted his trip home. Sleep was hard to come by of late, so he figured he’d best take the opportunity to collapse now, and worry about his potentially bad business decision in the morning.

And eight hours later, the sleep scrubbed from his eyes and coffee in hand, Raf sat down at his laptop. Might as well do his homework like a proper business owner and see to whom he’d offered an interview. As he was typing Silvan’s name into a search engine, his email alert dinged. Speak of the silver fox.

He couldn’t think like that. Silvan was a potential interviewee.

And attractive. Raf frowned. Dammit. Curb your lust.

Raf opened the email, scanned the polite, business-like language. Saw the just personalized enough cover letter and resume. But there was a second attachment, the file name simply “project”. Okay, Mr. Diedrich, he’d play along.

It was a set of five images with captions. Each one an art piece, with a few sentences on why the piece spoke to Silvan and when he’d first seen it. And in those words, it was like Silvan had opened up a gate to who he was. He learned Silvan had a college-aged daughter and a love of local art. And by sharing these stories with him, Silvan had revealed quite a bit about himself, and Raf was touched. And intrigued. Replying so quickly was probably passe, but he didn’t care. He'd found himself curious before; now he absolutely wanted to know more. To pick Silvan's brain, to hear about his life. 

But first things first, a job interview.








  
  
Chapter four



Two days later 



“Definitely the lilac. It makes your eyes look even bluer.”

Silvan held up the lilac dress shirt again. “I don’t know. This pattern might be too much.”

“Paisley is never too much, and this one is understated. Wear it with silver cufflinks you wore to my wedding.” Becca smiled at him in the mirror before hooking her chin on his shoulder. “Trust me on the lilac, dear.”

“Lilac it is.” He sighed and she stepped back so he could lay the shirt on the bed. “Thanks, Becca. I didn’t want to bug the kid.”

“Silvan, you can always call me, you know that.” She ran a finger over the sleeve. “And you’ve always had good taste. Why are you doubting now?”

She was teasing him and he shook his head, smiling. “Maybe for the same reason you gave me the lilac one to begin with, knowing it’s my favorite.” 

“So, who is this mysterious man you’re trying to impress for a job and simultaneously blind with your blue, blue eyes?”

Silvan sat down on the edge of the bed and Becca perched beside him. “You can’t tell Bonnie.”

“You do have a crush!”

He groaned and dropped his head into his hands while she laughed delightedly. “None of it. Not a word.” When he looked back to meet her gaze, Silvan fixed her with a hard stare. “Especially not about the job thing. She doesn’t need to worry about her tuition. And you and Shaleena covering the room and board and supplies is a huge help. Besides, Bonnie’s got to-”

“Focus on her studies, I know. But if you don’t tell her and she finds out…” Becca grimaced. “I would not want to be you. And Shaleena and I will be clearing the blast radius if that happens, so a little head’s up would be wonderful.”

“Oh sure, leave me to die in the fire of our daughter’s wrath.”

Becca clicked her tongue at him. “You should be more scared of her disappointment. You taught her that steely gaze, after all.”

His head felt too full and too foggy at the same time and he was left staring down at the floor. Worry had been choking him since he’d been laid off and he was running on little sleep and too much caffeine. Silvan was pretty sure he’d bleed black tea at this point. 

Becca’s phone dinged, pulling them back into focus. “Shaleena just got home and wants to know if you would come to dinner with us.” Becca’s long, thin hand landed on his knee and squeezed gently. “Come out with us, dear. It’ll be good for you.”

“I don’t know.” He was always welcome and he knew that. But it was hard to shake the feeling of being the third wheel when out to dinner with your ex and her partner. Even though Becca and Shaleena had been married for two years and together longer than he and Becca’s entire relationship, Silvan never wanted to crowd. He knew he was lucky, having a congenial - even friendly - relationship with them, and having a co-parenting arrangement that worked so well. It was a dream scenario for most people.

“I won’t push,” Becca said softly. “I know you always feel like an outsider.”

Silvan gave her hand a squeeze and let go. “I appreciate it. I’m gonna take tonight to prep for this interview.”

“With the handsome man.” She grinned. “So, how handsome?”

How the hell could he categorize someone like Raphael Lutz? Yes, physically he was attractive; anyone with eyes and the inclination to find others appealing could see that. But there was an air about him, an ease, that Silvan liked immediately. To strike up a conversation at a bar the way Raphael had, to smooth over any bumps, to sincerely apologize for Silvan’s misfortunes? That took an awareness of the self and others to make work, and Raphael seemed particularly clued in on body language and word choice. Maybe it was that, the emotional intelligence, that was really driving his attraction.

“Very. But he’s also got a great eye. You should see the pieces he puts into the galleries. Not a single painting of fruit or a pasture to be had.”

“Good taste is always attractive, as is uniqueness. And I know you’re quite unique, my dear.” Becca stood and held her hand out to him, which he took to pull her into a hug. “But this is a job interview.”

“It is. Tomorrow at eleven.”

She gave him a swift kiss on the cheek, making sure to swipe her lipstick off his skin. “Then best of luck and I’m sure it will go wonderfully. You know what you’re doing, Silvan. He’ll see that immediately.”

“I sure as hell hope so.” He had other job opportunities shimmering on the horizon, but the idea of doing marketing for a set of art galleries appealed to him on a deeper, more personal level. And it had nothing to do with Raphael’s attractiveness. He could put aside his little crush to have a good job.

He walked Becca out to her car and leaned into the driver’s side when she put the window down. “Tell Shaleena I said hello and that I owe you both a dinner.”

That got him a grin, wide and open, and he was reminded once again of how beautiful she was. Becca had always been a stunner, but it was her mind and her wit that had made him fall in love. Years and years ago, when they were in college and the future looked bright and full of possibility. But it hadn’t worked and they’d split amicably, each going their own ways after the heartbreak of losing that spark between them. There’d been no big betrayal or set of arguments. They’d fallen apart, distant, like many couples did. Except when it happened, Bonnie was three and her wellbeing was paramount for them both. Co-parenting worked well for them over the years and now Bonnie, so smart and resourceful and a force of nature like her mother, was poised to take over the world. At least in his opinion.

Silvan looked down at Becca’s dark brown hair and deep set eyes, the cupid’s bow mouth, and realized again how much she and Bonnie looked alike. Bonnie had gotten his eye color and his tall, slim build, but she was otherwise a dead-ringer for her mother. “I’ll do that,” Becca said. “But you worry about you, my dear. And let me know how it goes.”

“I will. I promise.”

She blew him a kiss and put the car in gear, moments later disappearing down his long drive shadowed with tall pines. Living on the outskirts of Dexter had been an unexpectedly smart move when he’d purchased the house years ago, before the housing market busted then boomed again. He was more than content to stay a little off the main roads, his Cape Cod down a cool, dark lane that a lot of people missed when trying to find his place for the first time.

But standing in his driveway now, alone with just the breeze and birds for company, an old ache rose up in his chest. Silvan didn’t do well alone, and most of the time his job kept him from feeling the ache too deeply. Consistently working sixty to seventy plus hours a week would keep loneliness at bay, even if it meant sacrificing sleep. And in the free hours he had, he was always with Bonnie; homework and bowls of mac and cheese in blanket forts slowly morphed into movie nights and driving lessons over the years. He missed his kid a lot but that was part of being a parent: helping them grow up, then letting them go.

It still hurt, though.

Silvan gathered the mail from the box, grimacing at the rusty door that didn’t shut all the way. He really needed to get a handyman out to fix all the little bumps the house and property had taken on over the years. All things he’d been too busy to handle himself while he was working. 

You’re unemployed. Do it yourself.

But maybe he wouldn’t be unemployed for too long. This interview with Raphael had him nervous and, despite his insistence with Becca that this was all business, he knew he was going to be distracted. At least in the beginning. 

So with a sigh, Silvan turned back up his drive, determined to buckle down for this interview. He needed to nail it. Something about this felt right and he’d never been one to ignore his gut. But the loneliness was a constant thing, so he pulled out his phone and fired off a text to Yusuf. 

His phone rang immediately and Silvan chuckled. “That was quick.”

“Hey, when my friend needs me, I’m there. Sorry, hold on, the kids are outside with the dog.”

Chuckling, Silvan went back inside, sank down on his sofa, and leaned back, listening to the sound of his friend tell his children to give the dog back his ball.
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“Mike, truly. Call me Raf.” He shot the young man a comforting smile. “You’re on Arie’s crew, you can use my name.”

Mike flushed and ducked his head, and Raf heard Arie snort in the background. He gave her a pointed look and she just shrugged. “Well, okay but uh…is the painting okay? Cause if it is, we’ll mark it and keep going.” Mike tipped his head back, gaze darting in a quick scan over their heads. “We doing the ceiling, boss?”

“Nah.” Arie grinned. “Unless Raf’s changed his mind.”

He waved them on. “Leave the ceiling and if it becomes a problem when you’re hanging the globes, then let me know.”

“Can do.” Mike moved down the wall, pencil and laser sight in hand.

“I never said flirt with the crew,” Arie whispered as she passed. “You got Mike all flustered!”

“I didn’t!” he hissed back. There must have been something in the air today, because it felt like everyone from the barista at the coffee shop to the cashier at the farmer’s market and now Mike were being a little flirty with him. Normally, Raf would enjoy the attention, the coy bantering, the fluttered looks. Flirting was fun and he was rather good at it. He enjoyed making others feel good, too. But Mike was college-aged and on Arie’s crew; two massive hard stops for him. 

He thought back over the morning and his interactions with others. A lightbulb went off. Raf quickly walked over to Arie and pulled her to the side. “Am I suddenly looking older to you?”

She drew back and gave him a clinical once-over, but he saw the edges of a smile tugging at her mouth. Okay, maybe he hadn’t worded his question the best. “You look like a distinguished, successful man on the other side of thirty-five.”

He huffed. “My attire is stuffy. And old. That’s what you’re saying.”

“No, I said distinguished.” Arie motioned at him. “You look like a professional with a modicum of taste.”

“Rude.”

“It was a compliment. And clearly the clothes had an effect on Mike.”

“I’m serious, Arie.” Raf leaned in to whisper, “Please don’t tell me I’ve fallen into the trap of gay sugar daddy.” He shivered. No kink shaming but that lifestyle was not for him.

“Ooo, hate to tell you this, my friend but uh…” Another wave at him with a flick of her hand, her silver and gold bracelets jangling. “Perfectly pressed gray slacks, black turtleneck sweater, square rimmed glasses, tasteful silver jewelry. You look responsible, smart, and rich. And a lot of gay and pan and bi young men would be drooling all over you if you walked into certain places looking like that.”

“I wanted to be the picture of your first sentences, not your last.” 

“Maybe change if you go out tonight.”

“Good idea.”

Arie glanced at her phone. “What time is your interview?”

A thread of nerves wound its way through his stomach. “In thirty minutes.”

“I’ll make sure the hammering is done before then.”

Raf kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”

She made a shooing motion at him. “Go do whatever. And I hope this guy’s more than just good looking.” Arie gave him a knowing smirk. “He’s older, right?”

“Don’t you start. “

“I’m just saying!”

Raf left her chuckling softly to herself and took the right hallway, leading him back to what would be staff areas. He’d debated if asking Silvan to come interview at the new gallery was the better move. Would seeing a new, expensive space put Silvan in the mind of Raf getting too big, too quickly? Would it make him think Raf was desperate for marketing to drum up buyers, in some kind of final breath attempt to save his business? But those fears had been mislaid, because as soon as he’d asked Silvan to come by the new gallery, the man had expressed excitement at viewing it. It had sounded like honesty, but time would tell.

Thirty minutes felt like both eternity and the blink of an eye. Raf spent most of it preparing what would be his office. It was a converted conference space with a desk, two chairs, a massive worktable, and a floor lamp. Very spartan with none of his plants or crystals, but with truly the best view. The wide, double windows opened to the distant, shimmering line of ocean and beach and he opened one of them now to pull in the soft autumn breeze. Fussing with the coffee cart helped his nerves but so did remembering he was the one in charge of the interview. 

So far, Silvan had shown both an impressive resume and an eye for the creative. After he was done with the coffee cart, Raf took a moment to flick through Silvan’s digital portfolio again. The other man had a flare for the one-two: catchy taglines or bright colors, but with a pointed message and obvious call to action. He was particularly a fan of a series of advertisements Silvan had done for the local farmer’s co-op, picturing modern farmers and their lives instead of illustrated fruits and vegetables or all white men on tractors. Real people, real lives, impacted by growth in the co-op and investments in local farmers. That was the kind of insight and focus he wanted for the galleries; a spotlight on the artists and the value of their creations. Not what the galleries could sell, not a flimsy excuse to drum up business and put more money in his pocket. Raf knew for everyone to succeed, the artists had to be the focal point. As they should. Art gave back to everyone, a labor of love without which society would have never flourished.

His phone buzzed with a message from Arie: I think your eleven am is here. He gave himself one more moment, then strode out to the main room, bypassing the workers and Arie with a wave, and opened the front doors. Focusing on greeting Silvan was important, because then he wouldn’t be staring in open-mouthed shock.

Because the man looked good. Really good. Three piece business suit in a deep navy, lilac paisley shirt, perfectly shined shoes. But he didn’t look too perfect, and Raf knew that took skill. The pocket square was neatly folded but off center just a touch, and the sapphire studs in Silvan’s ears were probably a little too gaudy for any kind of serious, professional setting like lawyer or brokerage manager. Thank the gods Raf wasn’t in the business of serious.

“Silvan. Good to see you, thanks for coming out.” Raf motioned the other man in and moved to shut the door and offer his hand, but Silvan was staring up at the gallery’s high ceilings, big windows, and the few pieces of art hung up on the western wall. “Test pieces to make sure we get lighting placed right,” he explained.

“It’s a beautiful space. I bet you can’t wait until it’s finished.”

“I really can’t.” Silvan turned to look at him and offered his hand, so Raf took it. His grip was firm and sure. “Thanks for coming out here. I know it’s a bit of a drive.”

“A drive along the coast is one of the joys of living out here, honestly.”

Raf couldn’t agree more. He moved them down to his office and got Silvan settled with a cup of coffee before opening his laptop and sitting on the other side of the table. He took a deep breath, smiled at his prospective marketing manager, and said, “So I’m curious about something.”

One of Silvan’s dark eyebrows twitched but he otherwise kept his face neutral as he replied, “I’ll answer anything to the best of my abilities.”

A smart answer, leaving Raf the one to drive conversation. He wondered if Silvan would be like this the whole interview. That would be a pity. Raf pulled up the set of images Silvan had submitted with his resume and spun his laptop so Silvan could see it. “I’ve never had someone submit a portfolio of their favorite art as part of their resume. Your resume itself is almost beyond the pale.” He tipped his chin up and gave Silvan a calculated smile. “But you know that, I think. Given your experience in advertising. It speaks for itself. But this…” He tapped the mousepad a few times and let the images flick by. “This is unique. It’s interesting. It told me a story.”

It also gave me more insight into you than you intended. But Raf immediately admonished himself. Be professional, be courteous, be curious. Do not flirt.

“That was my intent.” Silvan’s answer was confident, easy. The man himself sat in the chair as if he belonged there, blue suit and lilac shirt and salt-and-pepper hair and stupidly blue eyes. It was distracting. “I know it’s not typical to include something like that with a resume but I had a sense it might be appreciated.”

“Observant is good. Very good, in fact, because I need that. But I also need someone who is proactive, not just reactive.” Raf crossed one leg over the other and clasped his hands on his knees. The movement drew Silvan’s attention and that he certainly didn’t miss. One more tweak to his psyche before he mentally slapped himself and fully dropped into professional mode. “When it comes to marketing, what do you think that means for an art gallery?”

Silvan smiled and Raf’s heart melted a little. Shit. “I’ve a few thoughts on that.”
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