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      LA Friends and Lovers

      

      The injured soccer player who’s dazzled by a poetry-loving designer, the shop owner who accidentally dog sits for his high school crush turned dreamy firefighter, and the straight, workaholic architect who falls for his neighbor, a hunky soccer player.

       

      These stories follow three couples through their journeys of self-discovery, friendship, second chances, forgiveness and happily-ever-afters.

       

      If it’s true love, who’s to say what is right or wrong?

       

      Three complete novels include:  

      The Right Words

      The Wrong Man

      The Right Time

       

      The Right and Wrong Collection features MM romance, bisexual awakening, sports romance, second chance, fake boyfriends, friends-to-lovers, and more…

    

  


  
    
      The Right and Wrong series will always hold a special place in my heart. It’s the first series set in my neighborhood. And fun fact: Michael’s beach house in The Right Words is just twenty minutes south of where I live. Another fun fact: I’ve written dozens of sports-themed romances over the years, but this is technically my first as two of the MCs are pro athletes.

       

      However, one of my personal favorite things about these books is the introduction of Mack, the old yellow Lab who steals hearts and mends souls all the way in The Wrong Man. Mack was inspired by our dog, Rex, who like Mack was diabetic and needed a little extra care. We lost him ten years ago and I have to say, he made such an impression that we still talk about him all the time.

       

      This series is dedicated to Rex in the spirit of kindness, beauty, and unconditional love.

       

      Lane xo

       

      *This collection includes all three novels in the Right and Wrong series. For those interested, Lorenzo (from The Wrong Man) gets his HEA in a later book, Baxter’s Right-Hand Man! Be sure to check that out too!

    

  


  
    
      For Rex, the most beautiful, loyal, and sweetest dog ever. Thank you for your many years of friendship, joy, and unconditional love.
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      The designer, the soccer player, and a brand new start...

      

      Luke

      I need a new start. Pronto. Remodeling an old beach house for a professional soccer player and his model girlfriend sounds perfect. Except the job becomes a bit more complicated than advertised when the athlete in question decides to “help” with the renovation. Not good. This man is far too sexy…and not so straight.

      Michael

      I need to keep my mind off my busted knee. Pitching in on the remodel with my poetry-spouting designer seems like a good way to stay out of trouble. Luke is kind of adorable. He’s vulnerable, but tougher than he looks. He inspires me and makes me think anything could be possible…with the right words.
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      Consejos vendo y para mí no tengo.

      Advice I sell and for myself have none. – Spanish proverb

      

      There was nothing quite as thrilling as the beginning of a new project. Transforming a sad, tired, old home into something fabulous and beyond anyone’s expectations was its own kind of magic. No matter what some might say, interior designers were visionaries. Anyone could slap on a fresh coat of paint in the color du jour and call it a day. But the true “interior artist,” as I liked to refer to myself, was a genius of perception, proportion, and harmony.

      Unfortunately, my flair for color and spatial equilibrium didn’t translate to my personal life.

      I was a fucking mess.

      I sat for a moment in the car I’d borrowed from my best friend Brandon and took a deep breath, hoping to steady my shaky nerves. I glanced up the steep driveway leading to my metaphorical restart. The house was barely visible through the veritable forest of gigantic eucalyptus trees, but I’d done my research and had a fairly good idea about the scope of work involved.

      The project was a 1950s rambling ranch-style home located on a high bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. According to my e-mail correspondence with my new client, Jamie Wilson, my job was to bring the house into the current century before she and her professional soccer player boyfriend became officially engaged. It sounded simple enough, but I wouldn’t know until I saw for myself.

      I was excited to meet Jamie after weeks of conducting business online. It was a little strange we’d never spoken on the phone, but Brandon assured me she did all her business with him online as well. He owned a fabulous home-accessory boutique in West Hollywood, and apparently Ms. Wilson had a thing for throw pillows. He shipped new ones on a regular basis to her home in Orange County, and he’d always been paid as agreed and on time. Which was good news because I was running short on cash.

      I checked my watch and quickly grabbed the portfolio I’d compiled for the remodel before opening the car door and stepping into the brilliant September afternoon. The view at the end of the cul-de-sac was breathtaking. A vacant lot across from the property and the higher elevation allowed an unimpeded sweeping panorama of the Pacific Ocean. The view from inside was sure to be killer too.

      I adjusted my classic Ray-Ban sunglasses as I turned toward the row of imposing eucalyptus trees at the top of the incline and the old wooden structure they closely guarded. I ignored the slight tremble in my hand as I hefted my bag over my shoulder. I wanted to chalk it up to first-meeting jitters, but I knew it was more than a client interview that had me on edge. However, I wasn’t going to let anxiety win. Not this time.

      The closer I got to the front entry, the more concerned I became that anyone lived in the house. It had an almost derelict appearance with peeling, faded yellow paint on the siding and eaves. The majestic fragrant trees added a certain rustic beach charm; however, they were in need of serious pruning. In fact, all of the foliage was a little overgrown. It didn’t appear Jamie and her man had hired a gardener yet. Or that the previous owner had done any landscaping in years.

      Dead branches from the tall eucalyptuses had fallen onto the old shingle roof, and the gutters were visibly flooded with leaves. I knew I was in an affluent neighborhood and probably not in harm’s way, but the house had a spooky feel that had me looking over my shoulder and checking the signal on my cell phone. I took another deep breath and knocked on the weathered front door.

      No answer.

      I rang the doorbell, thinking perhaps Jamie couldn’t hear my knock. It didn’t appear to be in working order. No buzz, no ring. No sound whatsoever besides the gentle California breeze through the towering trees and the waves breaking on the nearby shore. I stared at the ugly red door, wondering first of all, who would ever think to paint their door that particular shade of red when their house was an equally horrid yellow? And second, where the fuck was Jamie? I was on time. In fact, I was maybe three minutes early, which was amazing when I considered the traffic I sat in to get here.

      I felt a familiar wave of panic bubble inside me as the silence stretched. Was this all a joke? Was there no soccer player with a big bank account and a spendthrift girlfriend? My breath caught when my panic reached a new level. Was Neil behind this?

      No. Stop. Brandon, who I trusted with my life, referred this client to me. He wanted me to get out on my own, away from my controlling, borderline-crazy ex. He wanted me to have the new start I craved. He would never have suggested I take on this project if he suspected foul play.

      I knocked on the door with renewed force, hoping Jamie answered before I worked myself into a full-blown panic attack.

      Still nothing.

      I closed my eyes, willing the wave of despair to recede before I picked up my cell to dial Brandon. Maybe he knew another way to get a hold of her. I’d pushed my sunglasses down my nose to better see the phone display when I heard the telltale sound of a lock being unlatched. Thank God. The door opened slowly. The shadows were dark in the entry, making it difficult to see the person on the other side, but it certainly wasn’t a woman.

      “Yeah?”

      “Uh, hello. I’m looking for Jamie. Jamie Wilson. We have a meeting today at two. Well… now.” I gave a short laugh, unsure if it was a good sign or not that the man behind the door stayed half-hidden. At least he opened it.

      “Jamie isn’t here.”

      My hand shot out of its own accord as he attempted to close the door on my face. Fuck!

      “Wait! We… Jamie and I have had this appointment set up for weeks. I know she was anxious to get started on the renovations here and⁠—”

      “Weeks?” He let out a humorless laugh and opened the door wider.

      I wasn’t prepared for the jaw-dropping hunk leaning with deceptively relaxed ease against the doorjamb, his toned arms crossed over his broad chest. He was a few inches taller than my own five foot nine, with dark, short-cropped hair worn stylishly longer in the front and light olive skin.

      I had to assume this Latin god was the soccer player. He was definitely built like an athlete. I shut my mouth, hoping he hadn’t caught me drooling. One did not ogle their prospective straight employers no matter how delicious they were. I cleared my throat, making certain I could speak coherently before I addressed him.

      “Yes. Since the beginning of August. She said she wanted to get started on the work sooner rather than later due to the engagement. I understand the property is original and Jamie was hoping to do a little updating. Ring any bells?”

      He was giving me a blank but somewhat menacing stare. I didn’t know what was going on here, but I didn’t have a good feeling. Maybe they’d had a fight. Shit. What if they’d called their engagement off?

      Any interior designer worth their salt knew at some point it was a pretty safe bet they’d be called upon to play peacemaker to a couple as they underwent an extensive remodel. It started with the good-natured comfy armchair argument and ended with the designer acting as marriage counselor when a discussion about a precious antique from a previous relationship, for example, spiraled into an argument about the offending partner’s inability to let go of their past.

      A dose of humor and an alternate, less pricey piece of furniture was sometimes all it took to restore personal harmony. But it was damn hard work, which was why the best designers charged more and usually deserved it. I wondered if that was what was going on with Jamie and the soccer player. To be dealing with this shit on day one without a signed contract did not bode well.

      I smiled with a confidence I did not feel and wondered how best to deal with this pissed-off man giving me a death glare. I didn’t know much about him. I’d googled the basics. His name was Michael Martinez, and he played professional soccer for a Los Angeles-based team. I couldn’t remember his position. It would never register as important, anyway. I knew nothing about soccer. I paid more attention to the human-interest angle.

      He was thirty-three, originally from the LA area, and had dated his fair share of models. There were many photos of him with various buxom blondes, though I hadn’t found one of him and Jamie. I actually had no idea what she looked like.

      “Mind if I come in and take a peek at the space? I’d love to go ov⁠—”

      “I’m not doing a remodel. Sorry. I don’t know what Jamie worked up, but that’s not my problem. And I’m not spending my money on crap I don’t need. Thanks anyway.”

      Once again my hand shot out to stop him from slamming the door in my face. “Um, Mr.….” I waited for him to supply his own name, but he obviously wasn’t feeling friendly. I grimaced and hoped it looked something like a smile before I tried again. “If you’re interes⁠—”

      “I’m not. Sorry for the inconvenience. Jamie has a way of doing that shit to people. Thanks anyway.”

      “Can I please leave a message?”

      “What’s the point? Jamie doesn’t live here and before you ask, I have no idea how you might get hold of Jamie and I really don’t give a crap.”

      Oh. Fuck. Now what?

      Stall. Keep him talking. I could barely hear myself speak as a buzz of panic had my heart beating overtime. It didn’t escape my notice that every time he said his girlfriend’s name, he added a bit of venom. Not a good sign.

      “Okay, I… I understand. Um, any chance I can get a bottle of water for the road? I wouldn’t ask normally, but it’s a long drive back to LA, and I⁠—”

      “Yeah. C’mon.” His tone was put-upon and graceless. I wanted to tell him where he could shove his water bottle, but I was racking my brain for a way to salvage this deal. I needed this job.

      He let the door fall open as he grabbed something hidden from view. I could only hope it wasn’t a shotgun. I didn’t step over the threshold until I saw that it was a pair of crutches and noticed his right knee was wrapped in a black brace. Must be why he was home in the first place. A soccer player with a bum knee wasn’t a good thing, hence his crabby mood.

      I followed my reluctant host as he hobbled down a dark hallway. He made a right turn into a small kitchen, stopping in front of a harvest-gold-colored refrigerator. A true relic from the 1970s. I gave the kitchen a sweeping glance and almost cried at the sheer awfulness of the boring square room. The most exciting piece was the ugly old fridge. Everything else was blah. From the peeling laminate flooring and countertops to the outdated wood-faced cabinetry, the kitchen was absolutely horrendous. Whether or not it was Jamie’s money to spend on a remodel, there was no doubt this place needed one.

      “Here.” I jumped at the feel of the chilled water bottle on my arm and turned back to get my first good look at the man of the house in the light.

      My first impression when he’d opened the front door was that Michael Martinez was a very handsome man. But in the light, his face was… intense. It may have been the scowl, but he looked fierce, with a dark, thick brow and his full mouth set in an angry line. I amended my initial opinion, deciding he’d be a lot better-looking if he smiled. He was wearing a black sleeveless workout shirt and a pair of matching shorts. The snug-fitting fabric lovingly showcased his muscled biceps. He was lean and finely toned, like the athlete he was.

      “What happened to your knee?” I inquired in an effort to postpone being thrown to the curb.

      “Torn ACL.” His tone was unfriendly and didn’t invite further question. He clearly wanted me gone.

      “Oh. Sorry. I hear that’s painful.”

      “Hmm.”

      I uncapped the water and turned to look out the aluminum-framed window above the kitchen sink at the view of a cinder-block wall. How? I knew for a fact this property sat on a cliff above the beach. Where were the spectacular views of the Pacific Ocean? This made no sense. I tried to keep my designer-diva instinct in check as I asked that very question. Once again I was treated to a harsh stare and a heavy sigh.

      “This way.” I followed him out of the kitchen, down the same hallway, and through a standard doorway into the living area.

      I expected a lovely view, but this was magnificent. The sweeping 180-degree vista was stunning. A bank of old-fashioned sliding-glass doors flanked the entire back wall, giving one the perception of looking out into endless blue… blue skies, blue ocean. It had to be the house’s elevation that fooled the eye, but the result was infinite beauty.

      The room itself was horrible. That part I did expect, but now I felt a twinge of outrage this incredible scenery was so appallingly showcased by this ugly house. It was criminal. I had enough experience to know the original architect had paid homage to the spectacular setting through his generous use of windows and the home’s precise perch on the cliff. However, I felt like I was in a time warp. Nothing, other than an enormous flat-screen television above an outdated stacked stone fireplace, was of this century. A faded orange shag carpet matted with age and certainly from 1970-something covered the floors. The furniture was definitely made up of garage sale finds. Nothing matched, nothing coordinated. I couldn’t decide if I should laugh or cry. This place needed love and I needed a job.

      My silent, brooding companion leaned on his crutches watching me with almost careful disinterest as I looked out to sea.

      “The voice of the sea speaks to the soul,” I quoted unintentionally. My eyes widened at my strange outburst. I gave an awkward smile and quickly tried to cover my odd choice of words. “The view is extraordinary.”

      He cocked his head thoughtfully. “It is. What did you say first?”

      “Oh nothing.” I walked toward the bank of windows and opened my mouth to comment again on the scenery, but he wouldn’t let it go.

      “What was it? A quote?”

      I turned around to find him staring at me with a bemused expression. “Um… yeah. It’s by Kate Chopin. Sorry. I tend to⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s cool. And you’re right. Or Kate Chopin was. The sea is peaceful and powerful. Thankfully I don’t hear voices… yet.” He gave a half laugh and looked out on the great blue expanse.

      “Yes. And all this from your living room.” I made a sweeping motion with one hand around the room. Awkward again, but I thought I should make an effort to stay on topic and not delve into the mysteries of the ocean or literature. “You must spend all your time here.”

      He huffed humorlessly. “I do now.”

      I turned to look at him curiously.

      “Nothing but time on my hands. I’m out for the season.”

      “Oh. What do you play?” I decided not to mention I’d googled him or that Jamie told me via e-mail he was a professional athlete. Something told me it was best not to bring her name up again.

      “Soccer.” His clipped tone told me he wasn’t going to offer any other information.

      So much for that. I tried again, offering a small smile, hoping to encourage reciprocal chatter.

      “I meant what…?” Oh shit. I knew nothing about sports and I couldn’t remember what I’d looked up online earlier. “Um, where do you stand on the… you know…?” I started waving my hands around like a demented monkey as though the ad-lib sign language would help convey my meaning.

      I was startled by the sound of his deep chuckle. His dark eyes lit with reluctant humor while I floundered for the correct terminology. I stopped and put my right hand on my hip. I threw him a mock-evil glare for good measure, which only made him laugh harder. And damn, that smile had to be the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. This man was pure Latin beauty, and as I expected, his broad grin catapulted him into a whole new level of hotness. I gulped and looked away quickly.

      “Field? It’s called a soccer field and I stand in the middle. I’m a midfielder.”

      Whatever the hell that meant. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I was just glad he was talking. Finally. His smile smoothed the lines of tension on his brow and gave him a downright friendly countenance. I decided to test it by peppering him with a few questions about his sport.

      “Sounds simple enough. What does a midfielder do? Do you get to score? The net looks big, but it’s probably harder to get the ball in than it looks. Is it?”

      He shifted his weight and gave me a funny look. I wasn’t sure he would answer, but he did.

      “You could say that. It’s my job to keep the ball moving forward, but a midfielder basically plays offense and defense. And yeah, I’ve been known to score the occasional goal, which is never easy if you’re playing a worthy opponent.”

      He could have been speaking Spanish. I literally had no idea what the hell he was talking about. Something in my brain did an automatic tune out when I heard words like offense and defense. But I could have listened to him all day. It was obvious he loved his sport by his intonation and the way his eyes lit up. We silently surveyed each other for a moment. The sound of the waves crashing on the shore below provided background music in the otherwise still space.

      “Mr.…?” It was time to plead my case. The guy wasn’t exactly a warm-and-cozy type but at least he wasn’t shooting daggers at me with his eyes now.

      “Martinez. Michael Martinez.” His right lip quirked as though he was on to me and found me mildly amusing.

      “Luke Preston.”

      “Nice to meet you. Look, I’m sorry Jam⁠—”

      “No problem.” I cut him off before he could deny me completely. Now was my chance. “But I’m going to be honest. I did a ton of work based on information Jamie e-mailed me and while I understand and respect that you aren’t interested in what she had in mind… this place is….” I stretched my right hand out in a sweeping gesture, indicating I meant everything.

      “Go on.” Michael crossed his arms back over his chest, but his eyes were bright with humor. It was time to go for it.

      “It’s sad. It’s a beautiful piece of property with the most breathtakingly gorgeous view, but it’s stuck in a rough patch of the twentieth century. I’m going to leave you my card, and if it’s a matter of moving slowly, one room at a time, I’m open to working with you. Some people are totally into the retro look, which can be very cool, but frankly there are some design issues that are borderline unsafe here. The older windows, peeled flooring….” His piercing gaze told me I’d made my point. I held up a hand in surrender and gave him a small grin. “I’ll stop talking. But if… well, if you’re interested, call me.”

      I fished one of my brand-new business cards from my bag and handed it to him. He didn’t take it at first and my heart sank. After a long pause, he raised his brow, uncrossed his arms, and finally took the card.

      “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

      “Great. I appreciate your time.”

      Michael nodded once and expertly turned on his crutches to lead the way out. We said another brief good-bye at the front door before I headed down the overgrown path to Brandon’s car. I was proud of myself for keeping a professional air about me. Not once did I let my sheer panic show. I was walking out of that house without a contract, without a job, and without the retainer check I’d been hoping to deposit immediately into my anemic bank account. Nothing but a fucking water bottle. I had no clue what I was going to do now. None.

      I slowly navigated the narrow street that led toward Pacific Coast Highway and turned the car radio on as loud as I could stand. I didn’t want to hear myself think anymore. It was too damn depressing. I let Katy Perry serenade me with lyrics that seemed to resonate with my fragile state of mind instead and wondered why everything seemed harder than it should.

      

      “Honey, it’s gonna be okay. We’ll think of something. Don’t worry. You can stay with me and work at the store until you get yourself up and running. It’s going to work out. You’ll see.” Brandon rubbed my back, offering words of comfort. The poor guy had been at it for half an hour. His hand had to be getting tired.

      I gently pushed him back and shifted on the sofa cushion so I could look at my best friend. Brandon Good was my rock and easily the nicest guy I knew. He was also a witty, sassy, classy fashionista with a wicked sense of humor and an unapologetic flair for all things fabulous. We’d been best friends since high school when we were two awkward boys painfully different from everyone else. Brandon always claimed it had been harder for him because he was half African American on top of obviously gay. What he failed to remember was he could talk his way out of and around some of the most difficult situations using his unique brand of disarming humor. I, unfortunately, was just awkward. By the time we were seniors, he’d made good friends with some jocks and other guys who’d been the nastiest of bullies our freshman year. If it wasn’t for Brandon, I was sure I would have had my ass kicked on a regular basis. I was too skinny, too timid, and a little too pretty as a teenager.

      Thankfully things changed when I left for college. I realized I wasn’t one of only two gay young men in the entire state, which was how I sometimes felt growing up. I found my groove and finally became comfortable in my own skin. I also blossomed a little too. I was a respectable five foot nine with blond hair, blue eyes, and golden California-sun-kissed skin. I was never going to be an overly muscular type, but I wasn’t frightfully thin anymore.

      Brandon was built almost exactly the same way. He was lean like me but a smidge taller with light brown skin and black hair he kept closely shaven. His gorgeous hazel eyes were what most people noticed when they stopped to get a good look at him. With his high cheekbones and graceful presence, he certainly could have modeled if he hadn’t liked the interior design business as much as he did. Basically we were very similar… one light, one dark. I just wished I could get my shit together the way my best friend had.

      “Bran, I love you, but c’mon, you and Trevor don’t want a third wheel and⁠—”

      “Trev doesn’t mind at all, baby. And we aren’t talking forever. Just until you’re back on your feet.” Brandon soothingly brushed my long bangs away from my forehead.

      “Thank you. I… I’ll work at your store while I figure out what my next move is. I can’t… I can’t believe this wreck is my life. I know I’ll survive and….” I slapped Bran away when he began to sing Gloria Gaynor’s famous anthem, knowing I had to keep talking or potentially lose him to a diva-esque songfest from the disco era. “I promise to⁠—”

      He stopped suddenly and gave me a piercing stare. Brandon rarely got too serious, so when he did, I listened. “Luke, it’s over. Shit happens and we move on. So the job you thought was going to be waiting for you here turned sideways. It sucks, but something else will come up. I’m sorry. I had no idea Jamie and her man were on the outs. You are talented and baby, you will find something else. This crap—lousy ex-boyfriends, money blues, and job issues—doesn’t define you. They’re bumps in the road. You’ll get through it all, Lukey. I know you will. And if you’re in my guest room for a while, so be it. We’ve always been there for each other, and that’s not changin’ anytime soon. Am I clear?”

      I nodded as I brushed at my wet cheeks and offered my friend what I hoped was a convincing smile. Brandon rolled his eyes as he stood and dragged me to my feet.

      “Best cure for the blues is tequila and a little ass shakin’. Let’s go, baby.”

      

      We didn’t actually end up going anywhere. Instead we opted for an in-home dance and drink-a-thon. I rolled the industrial-style coffee table on caster wheels up against the sofa to clear enough space for us to dance without having to compromise our moves. Brandon got out a bottle of Patrón, salt, and limes, as well as chips for snacking and turned our favorite dance music on at top volume. The room was spinning two hours and many shots later when Brandon’s boyfriend du jour, Trevor, opened the front door.

      Trevor grimaced and immediately went to adjust the sound. As he looked back over his shoulder at us, his shrewd blue eyes scanned the scene in the living room. He set his man bag on the bench near the front door and loosened his tie as he checked his reflection in the mirror. I didn’t really know Trevor well since he and Brandon were a relatively new item, but I thought there was something very Hollywood about the out-of-work actor slash waiter. A little plastic. He was nice enough, but he had a rather unhealthy obsession with beauty and physical perfection. He was a very good-looking guy in his late twenties with a thick head of dark blond, perfectly coiffed hair, pretty blue eyes, and a killer body he spent hours at the gym to maintain. When he wasn’t staring at himself in the mirror pumping iron, he was a waiter at a cute little bistro on Melrose, which is where Brandon met him a few months ago.

      Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t have a problem with Trevor. After all, he lived in West Hollywood, the land of beautiful young gay boys and those who tried hard to keep up with them. Everyone was obsessed with good looks and a hot bod in WeHo. He was friendly and he treated Brandon well. I wanted to give him a break but I couldn’t help thinking my best friend deserved someone… more deserving.

      When I had broached the subject of how serious he was with his live-in boyfriend, Bran rolled his eyes dramatically and laughed.

      “The man is divine in bed, so I am seriously satisfied. After that, who knows? I’m a big believer in living in the present, sugar. And for now… I’m happy.”

      Since I heard evidence of just how happy Trevor made Brandon on a nightly basis, I decided not to say anything more. Besides, Brandon probably had the right idea. I would do well to take a page from his book and concentrate on now. I looked up at Trevor and tried to school my features to mimic his more serious countenance. Bran caught sight of me and copied my straight-lipped, wide-eyed look. Unfortunately when we saw what the other was doing, it sent us into a round of tequila-inspired giggles. Trevor rolled his eyes and made his way toward the sofa to greet his boyfriend. I leaned forward and grabbed a tortilla chip and stole a surreptitious glance at Bran’s blissed-out expression as Trevor licked a line across his lips and shoved his tongue inside. Lovely.

      Number one on my agenda was to get a job so I could tackle my second goal. I had to get a place of my own. Brandon’s Spanish-style bungalow in West Hollywood was perfect for two, but it was on the small side and the acoustics weren’t great. I had to seriously be cramping their style, though they didn’t seem to be slowing down in the bedroom, I mused as I peered at them over the rim of an empty shot glass.

      Should I have another? No. I set the glass down and leaned back against the colorful pillows on the sofa and stared up at the ceiling.

      “What’s goin’ on, boys? Are we happy or sad?” Trevor took the armchair next to the sofa where Bran and I sat at opposite ends with our legs entwined.

      “A little bit of both, honey.” Bran filled Trevor in briefly.

      “Sorry, Luke. That sucks.”

      “Yeah. It does. His place is a candidate for a television-show-worthy makeover, but the soccer boy seems… resigned to let things slide into a worst-of-last-century’s decay. It’s awful. The house has great bones and the setting is divine. Ocean views to die for, but….” I sighed deeply and closed my eyes. “I’ll find something else.”

      A poignant silence filled the small living area. The music was still playing in the background but the quiet spoke louder. I opened my eyes and found my friend giving me a concerned look.

      “I’m okay. Or I will be.” I tried a smile but it was tepid at best.

      “I know. I’m the one who keeps telling you that, but… Luke.” Brandon bit his bottom lip thoughtfully, and I cringed a little, knowing he was about to say something I wouldn’t like. “Will you at least call Mara? Just to⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Can I? Just to let her know you’re fine and⁠—”

      “Please leave her out of this. If she calls you, tell her I’m fine. But don’t tell her anything else. I don’t want her to know anything more about Neil or my money woes… nothing. I can’t deal with my issues and try to figure how to talk Mara off the ledge too.” My voice rose in pitch as I worked myself up.

      “Okay, okay!” Brandon sat up and leaned over to peck my cheek. “I won’t say anything. Yet. But your mama comes into the store every once in a while, baby, and as much as I like a little drama, I don’t want your mama’s style of drama when she finds your skinny self workin’ there.”

      “It won’t happen. I’ll figure something out before she swoops down to terrify your customers.”

      Trevor’s attention had moved on to his cell phone, but he looked up and eyed me thoughtfully. “Luke, everyone makes mistakes and misjudges. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” He stood abruptly and brushed a careless hand over Bran’s shoulder as he left the room announcing he was changing out of his work clothes.

      We watched him leave and turned to stare at each other for a moment. Hmm. Maybe he wasn’t completely narcissistic after all. Bran and I didn’t say anything. There really wasn’t any new ground to cover. My life still sucked, and nothing monumental was going to change tonight. So when Bran picked up the tequila bottle and sent up a mock toast, I chuckled softly and held out my empty shot glass. I would pay dearly in the morning, but for now, I didn’t give a damn.

      Sometime after midnight, I was awakened by a telltale moan followed by a steady thumping sound and then “Oh God, yes! Fuck me, Trev. Harder, baby!” I breathed a heavy sigh and buried my head under my pillow. If I needed any further encouragement to get my act together, that was it.

      

      I was busy arranging a display at BGoods the following morning when my cell phone vibrated in my back pocket. I didn’t recognize the number, so I got back to creating my autumn vignette around a new set of designer picture frames and bookends as I listened to Brandon gush over a young popular Hollywood actor who’d come into his store. He was telling him how much he loved everything from his shirt to his television show to the adorable toy Yorkie he carried in the bag he had slung across his left shoulder. Bran couldn’t help himself. He was theatrical and always had been. Everything was big in his book. He talked in exclamation points. He loved or he hated, and only rarely fell somewhere in between. If nothing else, he entertained me as I fussed with my configurations.

      When my phone buzzed a second time with the same number in less than five minutes, I decided I should answer. I’d spent the morning leaving messages for fellow designers and realtors in the area. I didn’t think I’d get any response so quickly, but it was time to start networking. Ideally I wanted to stay in the LA area, but I was open to other options too. I wasn’t in a position to be too picky.

      “Hello?” I stepped into the back office area and leaned on Brandon’s retro wood-and-steel table that doubled as his desk.

      “Hey. Luke, right?”

      “Yes?” I didn’t recognize the voice but it was deep and kinda sexy.

      “Hey. This is Michael Martinez. We met yesterday when you came out to the house.”

      “Oh. Right. Of course. How can I help you?” My heart was suddenly beating halfway out of my chest.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said, you know, about there being some things that were maybe unsafe in the house. I don’t want to do anything crazy but… I think since I’m stuck here for the time being, maybe I should do some basics. Are you still interested?”

      Fuck yes! I willed my breathing to normalize before I addressed my potential new employer.

      “Absolutely. When are you available to meet?”

      

      The next day I found myself on the 405 freeway stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic near the Los Angeles airport. It was midmorning and I was naively surprised by the sheer number of cars on the road. Weren’t people supposed to be at work already? The trip to Orange County from West Hollywood should have taken me an hour and fifteen minutes factoring in a little traffic delay, but at the rate I was going, I would be late meeting Michael Martinez for sure.

      When I finally pulled up in front of the home on the quiet cliff overlooking the Pacific, I was so stressed out from my drive I was practically vibrating. If he had any significant work in mind, which I sincerely hoped was the case, I would have to find another living situation close by. A daily commute between Brandon’s and Corona del Mar would put me in a mental tailspin. Caffeine could only take care of so much.

      At least he was expecting me this time. I left my portfolio, which included some material samples, in the car. I decided to hear what renovations he wanted to concentrate on first. I didn’t want to overwhelm him or be presumptuous. The house needed a total makeover, but I sensed stating the obvious wouldn’t get me the job. I checked my reflection in the car window before I turned to walk up the path toward the house. I was going for California casual with a blue-striped designer shirt and well-fitted jeans. I didn’t know Michael Martinez at all, but I got the impression on our first meeting that he was an informal kind of guy. One piece of sound advice my mostly wacky mother gave me was to dress your part. Since I didn’t know my role, I went with instinct. I removed my dark sunglasses, brushed my bangs out of my eyes, and raised my hand to knock on the discolored red door. I hoped painting was part of his plan.

      “Hey.” Unlike my first visit, my host answered the door almost immediately and actually smiled. And wow… he was sexy as hell.

      Michael’s dark eyes lit with humor as I apologized profusely for being late. He gave me a brief once-over as he hopped backward on his good leg to let me in. He waved his hand dismissively and told me he’d spent time parked on the freeway. I was pleasantly surprised by this friendly, welcoming man. He was the polar opposite of the guy I met a couple days before.

      “Want anything to drink? Water? Coffee?”

      “Coffee would be amazing if it’s no trouble.”

      “No trouble at all.” He actually winked before turning on his crutches to lead the way to the kitchen. I stared after him warily and shrugged. Why question his change of attitude? It was preferable to his cranky one for sure.

      The designer in me began to do a mental reconfiguration of the boring square space the moment I stepped onto the faded and peeling linoleum in the kitchen. I knew enough of the layout from my previous visit and information Jamie had given me to know there was one wall dividing this uninspired room from the spacious living area and jaw-dropping view of the ocean on the other side. I was wondering if he would be open to a full kitchen remodel when I felt a warm hand on my elbow. I flinched and nearly sent the coffee mug in Michael’s outstretched hand flying.

      “Sorry! I was daydreaming. This roo—never mind. Thank you.” I bit my bottom lip and took the mug, willing myself to shut up and listen to what the owner had in mind.

      He didn’t say a word, but he kept his eyes on me as he made his way to the old wooden kitchen table. He set his crutches against the nearby counter and pulled out a second chair to elevate his right leg before gingerly lowering his body onto the plastic padded chair.

      “You okay? Can I give you a hand?” I wasn’t going to say anything, but his grimace of pain instantly alarmed me.

      “I’m fine. I’m just sore from physical therapy. Take a seat, Luke.” His grin was roguish this time and definitely flirty. I took a sip of coffee and willed myself not to blush. I had to be misreading him.

      “So, how can I help you, Mr. Martinez?” I asked as I pulled out the chair opposite him.

      I made a concerted effort to listen and not be disappointed if he didn’t say all the things I wanted to hear. Like “Let’s just go with the plans you’ve already worked up.” Somehow I doubted this would go entirely my way, but I was known for being ridiculously optimistic by nature, and that wasn’t likely to change anytime soon. He smiled quickly at my serious professional tone before he picked up a pen lying next to the notepad on the table and got down to business.

      “Well… first of all, please call me Michael. Mr. Martinez is my dad.” I nodded and waited for him to continue. “I made a list. If I’m going to be spending any time here, I think you were right to suggest I at least take care of some basic updates. I need new windows for sure and I was think⁠—”

      “God yes! Absolutely! Have you considered one of those disappearing sliding doors? If we did a bank of them across the⁠—”

      “Hold it.” Michael held a hand up and gave me an amused, lopsided smile. “Let me get through my list, okay?”

      I sat back and motioned I was zipping my lips. Michael’s grin widened. He shook his head slightly and returned to his notes.

      “Like I was saying: windows. I’m sure they all have to be replaced. This house is an original as you can probably tell….” He flashed me another show-stopping smile and rolled his eyes comically. “And the little old lady who lived here hadn’t changed a thing in easily fifty years.”

      “How long have you owned it?”

      “Three months. But honestly, this is the first time I’ve spent any real time here. And that’s only because I have to.” The smile was gone with the same effect as a large, fast-moving cloud over the sun.

      “It’s stunning. The area is beautiful. I mean, if you have to be someplace, this isn’t so bad.”

      “Right.” His half laugh was devoid of humor. “Anyway carpet, flooring, and paint. Basics. The house is about three thousand square feet, which is a good size but it isn’t huge, so if we set a realistic goal we can probably tackle this in a couple of months. Maybe three.”

      In my head I was shopping. I couldn’t help it. We needed tile, flooring, and carpet. New lighting too, I mused, as I noted the awful brass chandelier over the table. I was thinking about which paint shades I might suggest when I heard his question.

      “What do you say?”

      “About what exactly?”

      “Getting your hands dirty.”

      “Uh, don’t you have a gardener?”

      Michael quirked his face in a silly “WTF?” gesture that made me giggle. It was obvious I hadn’t been paying attention.

      “No. I should get one, though, huh?”

      “I’m assuming that was rhetorical. But if you need my opinion, the answer is a definitive yes. The grounds are sad. Overgrown and jungly.” I winced and could have kicked myself. I was supposed to be quietly listening, not criticizing.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll ask around. Did you happen to catch what I was actually asking you?”

      I blushed, feeling the heat under my skin travel quickly up my neck and across my cheeks. “Sorry, I think I missed it.”

      Michael chuckled softly and raised one eyebrow. “I was wondering if you’re willing to act as the general contractor as well as designer.”

      “Uh… while I’m not opposed to the idea of hiring the labor, I’m not from the area. It’s probably a better idea and a more cost-effective one to hire a general contractor to handle that part. The research and time I’d have to spend getting estimates and organizing the subcontractors on top of ordering supplies would lengthen the process considerably. It could tack on another month. Easily.”

      I folded my arms across my chest, confident I had eloquently stated my basic design philosophy. Do what you know, hire someone else to do the rest. A glance at the hunky man across the table told me he didn’t adhere to the same rules.

      “Fine by me. As you can see, I’m in no hurry.” He made a sweeping gesture toward his elevated right leg. “After physical therapy and basic workout sessions, I have nothing but time on my hands. And as long as I’m not jeopardizing my recovery, I don’t mind pitching in and getting my hands dirty.”

      Perhaps it had something to do with his deep intonation, but that last statement sounded like a cross between a challenge and a proposition. Once again, I wondered if too many nights in a row of being woken up to the sounds of sex in the next-door bedroom were getting to me. I swallowed hard before answering my would-be employer in a clear and deliberate tone.

      “I hate to be the one to point this out to you, but you’re injured and I’m a designer. It makes sense to stick with the roles we know to get the job done efficiently, right? A general contractor has a team they usually hir⁠—”

      “I know how it works. My uncle is a contractor.”

      “Great! Why not hire him?”

      “Hell no. I’m in Corona del Mar for a reason. Well, a couple reasons. The biggest one is location. As you found out, the traffic through LA sucks, and once you’re off the freeway, you still have another twenty-minute drive to get here. Too far for family to come by without notice. That’s the way I like it.”

      His tone was brusque and definitive. What was the point in listing the merits of having relatives close by when I felt the same way?

      “Okay….”

      “Here’s the thing.” He paused briefly, as though he were trying to gather his thoughts. “I’m willing to pay well, but I need to do this my way. I bought this place for the location and because I wanted to fix it up in the off-season. Now I’m injured and I need to concentrate on getting back in shape for next year, but the grim reality is it won’t be easy. I’m going nuts worrying about things I don’t have control over, and this project will give me something productive to think about. This place is a dump. I’ve lived here for a month and it’s making me nuts.”

      “I… um.” I didn’t know what to say.

      “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      He threw out an astronomical rate of pay. It was outlandish, ridiculous, and enough to make only one answer possible. We stared at each other. It was a standoff of sorts. Naturally I cracked first.

      “That’s a lot of money. I probably shouldn’t ask because I’m interested and I need the work, but why me? Wouldn’t you rather ask a designer from the area?”

      Michael sighed heavily and made a production of adjusting his leg before he addressed me. “No, I wouldn’t. Look, Jamie screwed you too. I feel bad, but not bad enough to go through with a bunch of plans I had nothing to do with or buy crap I didn’t choose. You need a job. I need a diversion. Win-win.”

      I eyed him carefully. I did need a job. Jamie did screw me. Everything he said made sense. It might not be my business, but I still couldn’t understand why he didn’t hire his uncle’s laborers.

      “Because I don’t want family around. I have my reasons, but that’s all I’m willing to say for now. I value my privacy, Luke. I’m not a huge celebrity by any means, but soccer is a big deal in my world, and I don’t want to be around people who know me for my ability to kick a ball. Not now. I need a break. You’re it. My break.” He flashed a winning smile at me that might have brought me to my knees if I weren’t already sitting.

      “I want to say yes, but⁠—”

      “Good, then say it.”

      “Can I get back to you?”

      “Sure. Think about it. You don’t have to decide now. You have my cell number from when I contacted you. Give me a call and let me know once you’ve thought it over. Sound good?”

      I nodded. “How soon would you want to start?”

      “Tomorrow.” His grin was slow and hypnotizing. I offered a wan smile in return, though I really wasn’t sure what to think of his proposal.

      

      “What?” Brandon was speechless. For once. He comically opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water before shaking his head and shrugging in confusion.

      “I know. Strange, right? The money he’s willing to pay me to be his Bob the Builder sidekick is astronomical. I feel like I’d be a complete moron to say no, but the rest makes no sense. Why pay one person a huge sum of money to do a job over a longer period of time than it would take to hire two at less money? I don’t get it.”

      “Well, honey, neither do I. If you take him at his word alone, it sounds like he A) feels bad Jamie let you down and B) wants to tackle the project she was hiring you for with a strict regard for his privacy. It does no good to read any more into it, ’cause otherwise you’re right—it makes no damn sense. Unless you think of option C.”

      “Which is?”

      “He’s got a crush on you,” Bran singsonged.

      “That’s almost funny. He’s a straight, gorgeous Latin athlete. Even though he was a hell of a lot friendlier this visit, I doubt it’s because he thinks I’m cute.” I snorted.

      “He could be bi.”

      “Or he could have too much time on his hands and money in the bank. Why not hire the first designer who knocks on your door? Plus, the guy is a total jock. Definitely not gay.”

      “Stereotyper!”

      “Drama queen!” I chuckled, then sobered suddenly. “You know… there is one other thing that’s bothering me.”

      “Luke, you’ll be fine.”

      I should have known I wouldn’t have to say anything, but as my apprehension rose and began to physically make itself known with sweaty palms and cotton mouth, I needed my friend’s reassurance.

      “Listen to me, honey. You listening?” Brandon’s beautiful hazel eyes blazed with something fierce. Determination.

      I nodded and held eye contact with the ghost of a smile on my face. I loved my friend to pieces. I loved his gigantic heart and his incredible strength. Brandon had been through so much more in his life than me, including being disowned when he came out to his mother before our senior year of high school. He came to live with Mara and me and claimed to never look back. He didn’t talk about the past. He was a passionate fighter determined to define himself. No one was going to tell him who he was. His expression clearly stated he wanted the same for me.

      “You can never stop trying. Ever. It’s perfectly normal to feel jittery about what you don’t know, but be confident in the things you do know. You’re a talented designer with friends and family who love you. You’ve been shaken, but baby, you’re strong. It’s time to have some faith.”

      I launched myself at Brandon and hugged him with all my might. He laughed, gently pulling me back to give me a good once over.

      “So you’re gonna call him?”

      “Yeah. I’m almost too curious not to at least try. If it’s a disaster, we’ll both know soon enough.”

      “Think of your favorite poem or an inspirational something. There’s got to be a million about new beginnings.”

      I grinned at Brandon. He knew me well.

      “Life isn’t hard to manage when you’ve nothing to lose.”

      “That sounds depressing.” He frowned.

      “Maybe, but it’s true. It’s Ernest Hemingway and⁠—”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake! Don’t tell me. I’m fine with the mystery. Just keep pretty words in your head and… be strong, Luke.”
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      I left earlier the next morning thinking I’d miss some of the traffic I’d hit the previous day. It was worse. Trevor and Brandon both tried to warn me, but I didn’t listen. It took me close to two hours to get to Michael’s and by the time I arrived I was a basket case.

      “Coffee?” He opened the front door wearing a pair of hip-hugging, gray sweatpants and a white tank top. His hair was wet like he’d recently showered. He looked effortlessly sexy.

      “I’m really sorry I’m late again. I’m out of practice with freeway driving, and I forgot how horrible it is through LA.”

      “It sucks. Where are you from originally?” Michael swung his crutches in front of him and headed in the direction of the kitchen.

      “LA,” I admitted.

      Michael laughed out loud. “O-kay….”

      “In my defense I grew up in the Valley, but I went to San Francisco for college and I haven’t actually lived in LA for ten years. Until now. So yeah, I’m trying to get the hang of the necessary hassle of having to drive everywhere.”

      “Hmm.” He handed me a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter, his dark eyes studying me carefully.

      I felt intensely uncomfortable as I sipped the coffee in the quiet kitchen with my prospective client.

      “So what’s on the itinerary? I usually have a contract drawn before I begin work, but I really had no idea how to verbalize my responsibilities. I’ll need a plan in place… of some sort. I don’t do well not knowing what’s expected.” I tried for casual but failed miserably. I sounded hyper and fidgety.

      Michael stared at me for a long moment with a bemused expression on his handsome face before he took a seat at the table. He picked up a pen lying beside a notebook and began playing with the top. Click. Click. He opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by a loud banging at the front door. It sounded like someone was beating at the door with both fists.

      “Do you want me to get that?” I offered, knowing I’d be faster than him in his current condition. Whoever was there was not stopping the obnoxious tattoo.

      “Yeah. I’ll be right behind you.” His heavy brow furrowed as he shifted in his chair to reach for his crutches.

      I hurried down the dark hall to open the front door. By the time my hand was on the knob I was pissed. Who the fuck was this? Whatever they were selling, I was not buying.

      “Who are you?”

      The man standing on the porch with a thunderous expression on his handsome face gave me a thorough once-over. Head to toe and back again. He drew his sunglasses down his straight nose theatrically, letting his bleached blond hair cover his eyes. I’d been around long enough to know I was being not only sized up but was about to be given an instant score by this arrogant queen wearing a collared shirt in a brightly colored print and crisp white jeans. I wanted to tell him he was two weeks out of style. It was time to put the whites away until after Memorial Day. However, I didn’t know him and this wasn’t my home. How did Michael know him?

      “Who are y⁠—”

      I heard the scrape of crutches behind me, but that wasn’t what stopped me.

      “Jamie.” Michael said the name in a clipped, angry tone. I stepped aside and looked back and forth between them. Jamie? It couldn’t be. Jamie was a woman.

      This Jamie was obviously not female, but he definitely looked the part of a thwarted ex. I wasn’t big on confrontations but I was definitely curious. What the fuck was going on here? What had I unwittingly walked into?

      “Who’s he?” His voice dripped with distaste.

      “My designer. The one you hired for me.”

      Jamie gave me a look of utter disdain and pushed at my arm to get by me. “You’re fired. Thanks for coming by. I wasn’t myself. I don⁠—”

      Michael stepped in between us, setting his arm on the doorjamb, physically drawing a border. His body language was clear. I was on the inside and Jamie was locked out.

      “No. Luke stays. He’s working for me now. You’re the one who’s fired. We’ve been through this, Jamie. It’s over. We’re done.”

      Jamie sputtered angrily but adopted a syrupy tone when he addressed his ex. “Sweetheart, it was a misunderstanding. I expl⁠—”

      “I disagree, sweetheart. Not picking up the dry cleaning because you thought it was being delivered is a misunderstanding. Banging the real estate agent while I was away was not a misunderstanding, Jamie. It was just fucked.” Michael’s voice was infused with hostile sarcasm.

      My eyes grew wide at the accusation. Damn. I looked over at Jamie and was shocked at the venom I saw directed at me. What the hell did I do? I was an innocent bystander!

      “Send him away so I can explain⁠—”

      “He’s not going anywhere. I like him. Thank you for the referral but now it’s time for you to go. This is over, Jamie. We’re over.”

      “Michael, please. Please don’t do this. I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. Now go.” Michael’s authoritative, low tone had the desired effect. Jamie’s shoulders fell in defeat. He sighed deeply and brushed imaginary tears from the corner of his eye. When he faced us, he was a picture of repentant misery. Michael, however, remained unmoved.

      “I can’t believe I trusted you.” Jamie shook his head sadly.

      “What?” I was obviously the one being addressed, but why?

      Michael laid a hand on my shoulder and pointed to the street. “Good-bye.”

      The standoff was a strange one for me. I’d been drawn into something I didn’t understand. It would have been easier to brush off the weirdness if it weren’t for the blatant bitterness directed at me. I felt like I was cast in a key role of a love triangle without the benefit of a script.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when Jamie turned on his heels and made his way down the path leading to the driveway. I looked up at Michael, waiting for a clue or an explanation. He was stubbornly silent and still. When he heard the sound of a retreating car, he turned gracefully on his crutches and went back into the house. I waited a moment before I followed him. This was not what I signed up for. At all. If I were smart, I’d leave too. I’d find another job. Maybe it wouldn’t pay as well, but I needed sanity in my life. I already had way too much crazy.

      Michael stopped abruptly when he noticed I wasn’t following. He quirked his head to the side and leaned heavily on the crutches.

      “Come with me. Please.”

      I bit my bottom lip. Warning signs should have been flashing. I should get the hell out. Instead I straightened away from the wall and gestured for him to lead the way. He passed the kitchen and turned to the living room, pushing open one of the sliding doors leading to the outside terrace. The day was clear and the view was exquisite. A perfect counterbalance to the mayhem and confusion we’d left on the front porch.

      Michael didn’t sit right away. He stood near the short stone ledge and looked out to sea. I watched him carefully. My fingers brushed against the car keys in my pocket. A gentle reminder I could go at any time. I was curious about too many things, though. I pulled one of the chairs out to sit. It made an ugly screeching noise against the cement, but it caught Michael’s attention. He hobbled forward and took the seat next to me.

      “Want to prop your leg up?”

      “Yeah. Do you mind bringing another chair around?”

      I did as he asked before reclaiming my seat. Seagulls playfully swooped down to feed on the shore below and waves crashed on the beach, but Michael remained silent. When I couldn’t take the prolonged quiet any longer, I faced him expectantly. There was no way he could think I’d work for him without knowing what the heck was going on with his vengeful ex. Who happened to be a man. I couldn’t believe Brandon was right. I had been guilty of stereotyping.

      “So Jamie’s a guy.” It was the best lead-in I could manage. And it certainly had been a shock to me. I’d always assumed I was communicating with a woman.

      Michael flashed me a chagrined half smile. He swiped an agitated hand through his longish hair and turned toward me. “Yeah. Luke….”

      “I don’t underst⁠—”

      “I know. I… Jamie….” He licked his lips thoughtfully and set a pair of sunglasses tucked into his pocket on his nose. I did the same as I waited patiently for him to continue.

      “I need to tell you a couple things. If you still want the job, it’s yours. If you decide not to take it, that’s fine. Either way I have to ask that you keep this conversation confidential. Strictly confidential.”

      “Of course. I promise. I won’t say a word.”

      “I trust you. I don’t know why, but I do.” He took a deep breath and looked back out to the endless blue ocean.

      More silence.

      “I’m gay.”

      Obviously I’d figured out he was gay or at least bi when Jamie showed up. Was I shocked, gobsmacked, utterly astonished? Yep. However, admitting my absolute surprise probably wouldn’t make him feel like sharing any personal information, so I went for a neutral approach. Not quite “aren’t we all?” but something I hoped would invite further conversation.

      “O-kay. That’s cool. Me too.”

      He smiled again but it looked more like a grimace. “I’m not out.”

      “At all?”

      “Some people know. A few friends, a couple work associates, but on a larger scale… no. My family doesn’t know. My team doesn’t know, which means publicly I’m in the closet.”

      “Oh.”

      “I made a really big fucking mistake when I got involved with Jamie last year. Huge. I’m not sure how this is going to go down, but I’m in a difficult place.”

      “How so?”

      “You just met him. He’s the epitome of a crazy ex. He’s unpredictable, and even though I’m the one who literally got screwed over, he’s the one with the power to make my life very unpleasant.”

      “You think he’ll out you?”

      “Yes, I do. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but eventually… yes, I think he’ll do exactly that.”

      “Mind if I ask what happened? I know it’s not my business. It’s… this is weird for me. I thought Jamie was a woman. I thought you were engaged actually.”

      “I remember you saying that.” He snorted lightly. “That would be a sure way to give my mother a heart attack.”

      “Well, I thought you were straight. Of course, you could be engaged to another man too, but my head didn’t go there. I just… assumed.” I shrugged, not really knowing what else to say.

      “Most people do. And it’s easiest to let them believe what they want.”

      “True, but you perpetuate it by dating models too.” I raised my eyebrows when he gave me a blank stare.

      “How would you know⁠—”

      “Oh please.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes for good measure. “I googled you. A girl’s got to do her research. Um, I mean a guy does… and I was curious to put a face to a name. For you and Jamie. I found oodles of photos of you… in uniform and in tuxedo with a different pretty blonde on your arm at every soiree. No wonder I figured you were straight! Who wouldn’t?”

      “I play straight well, Luke. Fuck, I should have been an actor. No one generally catches on unless I give them a reason.”

      “Oh, you mean unless you offer a direct invitation for sex?” My tone had more bite to it than normal.

      I knew I was being a little reckless, but I had a problem with closet cases. Perhaps it was unfair. After all, I understood everyone had their own story and many weren’t fortunate to be born into a family or an area where it was safe to be yourself. I was one of the lucky ones. My mother was a little eccentric but she adored me unconditionally. However, a mother’s love isn’t enough to erase hate and ugliness. I’d been the victim of more than one school bully as a kid. Physically I’d been no match for anyone intent on making my life miserable. The worst part was being so damned surprised by their malice and hatred. I wasn’t given the opportunity to be witty or charming or even irritating before I was marked as unworthy. Until I met Brandon, my school days were frightful and challenging. I spent most of my time hiding in the library and losing myself in stories of faraway lands. It took me whole weekends to regroup and get ready for the agony of a Monday. Life got better as I got older. However, I still suffered feelings of inadequacy I attributed to earlier days. Perhaps that was normal for any grown adult, but the problem was I could never truly forget feeling lost, alone, and believing people who said I was a loser.

      I sat staring at my new employer with my arms crossed and my lips pursed in challenge as though daring him to come up with a good reason he should get to hide while I had no chance.

      “You look like you wanna kick my ass.” His generous mouth curved at one side, and though I couldn’t see his eyes behind his dark glasses, he was clearly amused.

      “As if.” It was the best I could do. “As if” or “whatever.” A slightly more pleasant way to say “fuck off.”

      Michael’s half-smile slowly morphed into a wide, radiant grin. I swallowed hard. God, he was beautiful. Do not crush on your boss, Luke. Do not!

      “Look, you assumed I was straight and you hadn’t met me….”

      “True. But⁠—”

      “Let me finish. Hundreds, hell maybe thousands of people, think the same thing. I’m not a superstar in the United States because most people don’t follow my sport, but soccer is a big fucking deal to the rest of the world, Luke. I’ve played in front of packed stadiums, had my name cheered… and jeered by masses of people who don’t know the first thing about me. But the one thing they assume is I’m straight.”

      “That is total and complete bullshit.” Oh well, employment was overrated. I couldn’t let this slide, however.

      I stood abruptly and waltzed to the far end of the terrace and back again. Michael’s eyebrows were practically at his hairline. He didn’t look pissed, though. More like caught off-guard. I stood off to his left, mindful it might come off as crass to literally stand over him to give him a piece of my mind. I tried to keep my finger in check and not point at him while I lectured, but I was too wound up.

      “They aren’t thinking about who you’re sleeping with. They’re watching you play!”

      “Exactly. That’s the way I want it.”

      “Are you for one second suggesting you are the only gay athlete… in the whole damn world? Need I remind you of some very courageous ones who have recently come out very publicly? I don’t know the first thing about any sport, but I did catch those headlines. Did they escape your notice? How can anyone be so⁠—”

      “Hey, hey, hey! I get it! I get it! Geez, man. Take a seat. You’re killing my neck here.” Michael motioned at the chair next to him.

      I sat gracelessly, unsure now that I wanted to stay.

      “You’ve decided you hate me already, eh?” He was smiling again. And this time it looked sincere.

      I uncrossed my arms and turned to face him.

      “I don’t like excuses. That’s all. Sorry to be so blunt, Mr. M⁠—”

      “Michael.”

      “Michael. Maybe this isn’t a good idea after all. Maybe you sh⁠—”

      “No. It is a good idea. Hear me out. Will you listen? No interrupting?”

      I scowled but made a zipped-lips motion and batted my eyes comically. He gave a small half laugh before continuing.

      “I’m not making excuses. But I’m not apologizing either. My life hasn’t been like yours. Sorry. Everyone has different shit to deal with, and everyone comes from a different place. Physically and mentally. Follow me so far?”

      “I’m not a child, Michael,” I stated primly.

      “No, but you’re quick to judge.”

      I sputtered indignantly, but he held his hand up, determined to be heard. I sat back and recrossed my arms.

      “I’m Latino. Mexican. I was raised in a strict Catholic home. You will never understand me or my world because you can’t. I’m not suggesting you’re racist or anything like that. I’m saying I began with a fundamentally different set of rules and morals than you. Not better. Not worse. Different.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Hold on. I’m not finished.” He paused and licked his bottom lip. “In my heart, I know I’m okay. I’m good with who I am. I haven’t kept my secret for myself. I’ve kept it for my family. Out of respect. They don’t… understand same-sex relationships. At all. They’re good people, but they view homosexuality as a sin. The church tells them so. I know I’m not a bad guy, but how do I begin to explain? The answer is I can’t. I was born gay just as I was born with the ability to kick the shit out of a soccer ball. We celebrate the strong and pray for the weak where I’m from. It’s my responsibility to keep my weakness to myself to protect them.”

      “Weakness! That’s ridiculous! And protect them from what, exactly? The truth?” My eyes were practically popping out of my head. How could we be conversing so casually about hiding yourself to save someone else’s sensibility? It made no sense to me.

      “Whose truth? Whose truth means more, Luke? Yours? Mine? The church’s? My parents’? God’s? Who comes first? Don’t you see? Nothing is black and white. And no one person is more deserving than another. Why should I tell them what they don’t need or want to know? It would be selfish.”

      I took my sunglasses off and stared at him incredulously, though I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “That’s fucked” was the best I could do.

      “Well said.” He sounded deflated. “Maybe it is. I don’t know. What I do know is I’m on borrowed time. I don’t trust Jamie and I don’t know if my knee will heal in time for me to re-sign my contract before the start of next season. I feel like I’m on the verge of literally losing… everything. Career, family… everything.”

      “Maybe if you gave them a chance, they’d surpr⁠—”

      “Not fucking likely. It’s reality, Luke. You may not like it. I may not like it, but it doesn’t change things.”

      “All worthwhile change should be fought for.”

      “Who said that?”

      “Me. Why?”

      “You were quoting dead poets the other day, I thought maybe you….”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “Look, the only fight I’ve been concerned about was the one on the field. I’m not saying I don’t care about gay righ⁠—”

      “Well that’s a relief!”

      He gave me a dirty look and continued warily. “You’re a sarcastic little shit, aren’t you? I care, Luke. I haven’t been free to be open about who I am. That’s all.”

      We remained quiet for a while, letting the gentle ocean breeze act as a balm to soothe the turbulence in the air around us.

      “So you’re a closet carer as well as a closet case.” I held up a hand in apology. “I’m sorry. I get a little wound up sometimes. I wasn’t expecting to have this type of discussion, and unfortunately my filter seems to be faulty today. Looks like you got the real me.” I gave him a chagrined smile, wondering if this was where we parted ways.

      “Don’t apologize. I like that you’re strong-minded. A little less opinionated might be nice, but….”

      He recoiled theatrically when I shoved his arm playfully.

      “Baby,” I taunted with an eye roll.

      “I was kidding. You’re a little surprising, you know.”

      “How so?” My brow knit in confusion as I studied his handsome features.

      I loved his coloring. His light brown skin was in perfect contrast to his dark hair. It didn’t sound like an exciting combination, so I decided the allure had to be the man himself. He was pleasing to the eye with even features and a strong jaw. But when he smiled and engaged you, he became extraordinarily attractive. It felt like he kept himself so tightly bound, but something special seeped through when he relaxed.

      “You seemed kind of… subdued and deferential when we first met.”

      “Deferential?” I snorted derisively. I couldn’t help it.

      “Yeah.” His grin widened as I chuckled. “I think I like the real you. Shall we start drawing up a plan?”

      I held his smile for a second longer than I should have before taking a deep breath and looking away.

      

      We toured the house room by room and began to compile a long list of to-dos. Thankfully, other than the living area and the master bedroom, the house was mostly unfurnished. We decided what could be salvaged (not much), given away (some things), or thrown away (a ton). We talked about the general look and feel of the home and what he hoped to achieve in this remodel.

      “I want it to feel beachy. It feels more like a rustic cabin than a beach house, you know? So, I guess I want it to be lighter. Lighter colors and more open. You know, beachy.”

      “Beachy. Got it.” I hid a smile as I took notes. His clumsy description reminded me of my attempt to talk about soccer.

      “But I don’t want a bunch of seashells and anchors everywhere either. I don’t want something I see everywhere else. It has to be personal, you know?”

      “I do. So, seashells would be okay if they were seashells you actually found on the beach?”

      “Exactly!” Michael’s grin was enthusiastic, as though he were pleased to be understood.

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Blue.”

      “Well, that goes well with a beach theme,” I mused as I took a good look around the master bedroom.

      It was spacious and featured a generous window with a sweeping view of the Pacific. The carpet had to go, the ancient aluminum-clad window needed to be replaced, and obviously the room desperately needed a fresh coat of paint. A quick peek at the adjoining bathroom told me an overhaul would be great, but I supposed he could get by with retiling the larger-than-average shower stall and the floor. I hoped I could talk him into a new sink.

      Since this was one of the rooms I knew Michael actually did inhabit, I carefully looked for clues about the man. There was a king-sized bed against the far wall with no headboard. It was neatly made with a navy-pinstriped bedspread. A lone side table with a lamp and a dresser were the only furnishings in the room. There wasn’t one photograph or personal memento on display. An e-reader sat on the end table, but otherwise it was bare. No personality. No clues to the guy standing next to me. It was clear that Michael hadn’t lived here long and had yet to embrace this place as his own. For some reason I was inordinately pleased I was the one who was going to help him create a home.

      I was so immersed in my thoughts I didn’t notice his steady, thoughtful gaze upon me. I gave him an absent smile, which seemed to startle him.

      “Sorry, I get in a zone sometimes.”

      “Me too.” He returned my smile, but it was hard to ignore his tone. It was seductive.

      I cleared my throat and kept the conversation trained to likes and dislikes of anything from texture to ambiance to remodeling trends. Michael professed to be a fan of open spaces and light colors befitting Southern California, with a modern edge. He was open to retiling all the bathrooms and replacing the fixtures. He wanted hardwood flooring in the main living area and carpet in the bedrooms. It was all so straightforward and very much in line with what I’d originally agreed to with Jamie that I was tempted to pull out the notes I’d made prior to meeting Michael. I didn’t and not just because things didn’t end well with his ex, but because I recognized something akin to anticipation as we discussed lighting and flow. Being a part of the process was what he was after. If he couldn’t physically contribute, he’d make do with what he could get.

      “So tomorrow we can meet to shop for tile and hardwood flooring. Sound good? The best places will be in LA but⁠—”

      “Maybe so, but I can’t drive to meet you anywhere. So you’ll have to come here first to pick me up. Don’t look so sad, I’ll reimburse you for mileage.” He chuckled softly at my grimace. I should never play poker. It’s way too easy to know my thoughts. The memory of my nightmare commute that morning hadn’t faded, and I was about to get back on the road to LA.

      “No. I don’t mind driving,” I lied. “Uh, okay, there are some great places in Anaheim. We can go there, but it’s still at least thirty minutes from here.”

      “There must be something local.”

      “Not unless you’re willing to pay a serious premium. I’ll plan to be here tomorrow by ten and⁠—”

      “You’ll just sit in traffic. You know, not that this isn’t obvious, but the distance is going to be hard on you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I sighed but plastered a smile on my face. I really didn’t know how I was going to handle a daily drive.

      “Look, I’m gonna throw this out there, but I won’t be offended if you’re not interested. I haven’t shown you the studio above the garage. If you want, you can crash there when you feel like it. No one’s using it. C’mon.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think of his offer. It was too good to be true. I followed Michael warily down a hallway out the front door and along the side of the house closer to the street. I was skeptical of what condition the space would be in. Garages were a perfect breeding ground for spiders and other gross things. I crossed my fingers and hoped for the best. The garage was a separate structure adjacent to the main house with a breezeway in between. There was a single set of narrow stairs along the side of the garage, which I assumed led to the studio.

      “Here’s the key. See what you think.”

      Michael handed over a single key with a black ribbon laced through the loop. It would have been rude to refuse to at least look at the place, so I took the key and headed up the steep stairs. The lock was old, and I had to fumble a bit to get it to turn. I was already trying to think of a graceful way to decline his offer. Garages, spiders, sticky locks, and close proximity to a hunky though closeted boss sounded like a bad combination.

      The great thing about low expectations was how fabulous it felt to be pleasantly surprised every once in a while. The room above the garage was definitely better than expected. Unlike the main house, this space had recently been updated. The light-colored carpet was new, the walls were painted a soft shade of gray, and the furniture was all brand-name quality from a well-known home goods store. A neatly made queen-sized bed sat along the far corner wall with a tiny table on one end. Library-style lights were affixed to the walls at either end of the bed for reading, and a few short steps away was a love seat and a small chair. A flat-screen television hung squarely in between the two delineated spaces, effectively creating a suite-like feel. In the corner on the opposite side, a low counter divided a tiny kitchenette area with a microwave and a small refrigerator. I walked toward the counter and noticed a door leading to a small bathroom with a standalone shower. The fixtures and tiles were basic but the space was pristine.

      There was a story here and I was very curious. I gave the inviting room one last look before I closed the door behind me and bounded down the stairs to rejoin him.

      “It’s fantastic. Why aren’t you living there?” I asked as I handed over the key. Of course the moment the words left my mouth, I knew I’d inserted my foot. Damn.

      Michael caught my sudden change of expression and shook his head as if to say “no big deal.” “I can’t climb the stairs yet. At least not ones this steep.”

      “Sorry. I should have realized.” I walked slowly at his side toward the main house.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m curious. Did you fix up the studio first as a place to stay while you worked on the main house?”

      He let out a humorless chuckle and his expression darkened. Suddenly I was back in the company of the irritable man I first met the day I thought I was beginning a new venture with Jamie Wilson. I remember not particularly liking that guy, so I was a little sorry I’d brought up a sore subject. I needed to tread more carefully until I figured him out.

      I started to sputter an apology, but Michael held his hand up to halt my speech. Tension radiated from him. The rigid set of his shoulders and the white-knuckled grasp on his crutches gave him away, though he offered a weak half-smile when he stopped in the breezeway. I watched him closely, trying to gauge his temperament while fighting my own growing alarm.

      I had yet to figure out what triggered my fits of panic. I knew I was safe. So what if he was angry? It wasn’t me he was pissed at. I concentrated on my breathing and began an internal dialogue to soothe my nerves.

      I’m safe. I’m safe. I’m safe.

      “You okay?”

      I blinked and swallowed hard. Michael’s head was cocked to the right as he leaned forward braced on his crutches just a couple of feet in front of me. His took his sunglasses off in a hasty movement and stared at me for a long second, his dark brow furrowed in concern.

      “Sorry. Yes.” I gulped and tried a smile I knew wouldn’t fool anyone who knew me well. Michael raised one brow and set his glasses back on his nose, letting the moment pass.

      “I didn’t fix up the studio. That was Jamie. It was a surprise.”

      His sarcastic tone told me it wasn’t a welcome surprise. Although I was very curious about what had transpired, I didn’t ask any more direct questions. The air of tension surrounding him seemed to have dissipated, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I needed to get hold of myself.

      I felt Michael’s appraising stare again, but this time I bravely held eye contact and even managed a slight smile. Michael shook his head once as if lost in thought. When he turned back to me, the sharp lines of his handsome face softened and his grin was nothing short of dazzling. I had no idea what was going on in his head. His expression had gone from dangerous to cheery in a flash. He literally took my breath away.

      Michael pointed his crutches toward a side yard adjacent to the main house and inclined his head slightly.

      “Come this way, I want to show you something else.”

      We followed a rough dirt path along the side of the house leading toward a cliff-side promontory point. The view was even better than the one from the terrace. We were literally perched on a bluff thirty-plus feet above the sandy beach with nothing but the wide expanse of ocean before us. The afternoon sun sprinkled the waters with a glitter-like effect. It was spectacular.

      I loved the water. I wasn’t a surfer or a sailor, but I was a strong swimmer and there was nothing like being in the powerful Pacific. I took a deep, cleansing breath of the sea air and turned to find Michael watching me curiously. I wondered if he’d asked me a question and I’d been caught daydreaming again.

      “This is truly amazing. You are so lucky to live here.”

      “Yeah. I like it. I like the quiet.”

      “Do you miss LA at all?”

      “I haven’t had an opportunity to miss it. I’m there all the time for doctor appointments and physical therapy.”

      “How long is the recovery supposed to be?” I kept my gaze out toward the ocean.

      He didn’t answer for a long moment, and I was beginning to think he wouldn’t when I heard his soft reply. “Another three or four months.”

      “Oh.”

      “It was a pretty bad tear.” He shrugged.

      “I may be sorry I asked but exactly what did you tear? Don’t get graphic. Basic info is fine.”

      Michael turned and grinned. His eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, but I could tell his humor was now fully restored. “I tore the ligament in my knee. The gist is I’d probably been walking and playing with a slight tear for a while. I figured it was just normal joint pain, so I iced my knee regularly. Unfortunately icing only takes care of so much, and I tore the fucker clean off my kneecap at an exhibition game. Hurt like a bitch. I needed surgery but had to wait another month for the swelling to go down to actually do the procedure.”

      “When did it happen?”

      “Mid-July. Surgery mid-August. It’s been a fucked-up summer.”

      “You can say that again,” I mumbled.

      Michael looked like he was about to ask about my misadventures this summer, but I intercepted, hoping to steer conversation away from myself.

      “Medical technology is amazing. I’m sure you’ll be kicking the ball again in no time!”

      “We’ll see.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “But you’re right about technology. It was arthroscopic, and the biggest decision seemed to be whether or not they could make a graft from my hamstring tendon or use a cadaver’s.”

      “A cad—oh please, don’t tell me any more. I’m feeling nauseous.” I made a face and fixed my attention on the horizon. I wasn’t remotely kidding. A skinned knee could make my stomach turn. I was not the guy to share medical war stories with.

      Michael chuckled beside me. A sweet, musical note that hung for a moment on the breeze.

      “How much longer will you need the crutches?”

      “Two weeks. The idea is to get my knee ambulatory and slowly make my way back to normal. According to my doctor, I need to walk before I run.” He crossed his arms over his chest as though protecting himself from something unseen. “I’m not used to walking.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. I had a feeling we were speaking analogously, and while I could relate a little too well, the sentiment made me sad. There was something very dissatisfying about being reminded you’re only human. I sought for a lighthearted conversational shift but came up blank and decided that was my cue to say good-bye.

      “So tomorrow we shop!” I took a quick look at my watch and decided it was time to take my chances on the highway and head back to LA. “I’ll be here midmorning to pick you up.”

      “I’ll be ready. And Luke?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Staying.” He shrugged and smiled a little self-consciously. My heart did a funny flip at the sweet gesture. Michael Martinez was good-looking, charming, and gay. He was also a closet case with his own set of demons. It was becoming very clear to me that I had a thing for complex people with complicated situations. I was doomed.
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      Our first stop was a tile store along a stretch of road known to those in the biz as “tile row.” Shop after shop catered to designers, contractors, and their clients looking to tile any imaginable surface. Some stores were grand with stylized showrooms decked out in marble, travertine, granite, and simple porcelain tiles to give customers ideas for their kitchen or bathroom remodels. Others were more humble shops that supplied samples of the various colors, shapes, and sizes available. It was up to the professionals to do the design work. My usual practice was to take a client to see the stylized, opulent vignettes before going to peruse the more basic racks of samples. I felt it was a good way to visually understand the wealth of design possibilities for the project at hand.

      I had set appointments at two of the high-end showrooms on the boulevard and figured we could check out samples at a third stop before tackling flooring options. Our first meeting was with Brenda, a stylishly attired older woman with jet-black hair cut in a smart bob who was dressed from head to toe in the same dark hue. Her fashionable ruby-red eyewear was her only personal concession to color. They gave her the look of a hip grandmother. I liked her at first sight.

      While I gushed over Brenda’s sharp choice of accessories and thanked her profusely for meeting us on such short notice, Michael wandered unattended into the main showroom. I caught his eye roll as he passed by, and for one uncharitable moment, I fought a strong impulse to put my foot in front of his crutches and send him flying. He was acting like a complete ass… or a poorly behaved child.

      On the way to the tile store, his initially amiable disposition took a nosedive in the form of a phone call. Unfortunately I didn’t know enough Spanish to provide any clues to his now-rotten mood. It could be anything from work or his injury to his ex. Either way, I wasn’t going to be rude to Brenda. I was a professional and it was time for me to do my thing.

      “What do you think of this Carrara marble? This piece has the perfect amount of gray, which I think is exactly the ideal base color for the house. If we choose a light shade for the master bath, we can go a little darker in the bedroom.”

      Silence. Great. I underestimated how draining and difficult it was to deal with a surly, uncooperative client. The man was maddening! He gave monosyllabic answers in a barely interested tone when presented with various selections.

      “We can check out other stone options as well. Brenda, do you have any suggestions?”

      “Yes, of course! Let me grab a small sample board. I’ll be right back.” Brenda didn’t appear overly concerned about Michael’s lack of enthusiasm, but I was irritated.

      The moment Brenda was out of earshot, I turned to face him. His attention was back on his phone. Everything about his attitude suggested he would rather be anywhere other than where he currently was. There had to be other ways to keep his mind off his problems than hopping around on crutches looking at materials for a remodel he seemed barely interested in.

      “Michael?”

      “Hmm.” He kept his head down as he furiously typed a text message to someone lucky enough to have a portion of his consideration.

      “Are you all right? You seem distracted.”

      He lifted his head and looked me straight in the eye for the first time that morning. His expression was anything but distracted now. It was direct and more than a little dangerous. I felt like I’d woken a sleeping lion. But I wasn’t about to back down. Not this time. I was being paid to do a job. He claimed he wanted to be physically present for material selection and decision making. If that were true, the least he could do was pretend to be civil.

      “Distracted? Yeah, I guess you could say I’m distracted. I’ve got things to—can we just get whatever samples you want so we can get out of here?”

      I didn’t trust myself not to say something I’d regret, so I bit my tongue hard and pasted a smile on my face as Brenda strode purposefully toward us carrying a large sample board.

      We left the luxury tile store half an hour later with a large bag of samples and a promise to keep our fabulous saleslady abreast of our remodeling plans. As soon as we stepped out into the parking lot, I lost my phony happy-designer smile and let myself stew in righteous indignation. It was his idea to come along. Not mine. I wanted to lambaste him and ask him what the fuck was his problem, but I wasn’t exactly free to do so. He claimed he wanted to play an active part in choosing all materials and finishes. What he really wanted was to be out of the house. We couldn’t shop together. Somehow I had to convince him to let me gather the samples alone.

      “Brenda gave us some great ideas. We can go back to the house and see what we think of⁠—”

      “Don’t we have a couple other places to check out?”

      I counted to ten as I waited for him to put his crutches in the backseat of the car before taking his place next to me. I made it to eight before turning to face him, making every effort to unclench my jaw when I spoke.

      “Sure. We can do that but⁠—”

      “You said you had a bunch of places lined up. That was boring as hell, but don’t we have to go to a few stores to see other things and maybe get better pricing? Some of that stuff was laughably expensive.”

      “I’m happy to bring the samples to you. It does get a little boring. I have an idea! We can divide the work. You stay back at the house and deal with the various contractors for estimates while I gather samples!” I tried to make my suggestion sound spontaneous, but alas, Hollywood would not be calling soon.

      “Nice try. You’re trying to get rid of me, aren’t you?”

      “No! Not at all. I was just trying to be helpf⁠—”

      “Save it. I’m coming with you. Someone has to make sure you watch the budget,” he said snarkily.

      “Mr. Martinez, I am always mindful of the budget. I take great care to present high to lower-end options within my client’s means. I apologize profusely if I misjudged your budgetary constraints. You didn’t indicate that you wanted to keep cost at a certain mark, but if you’d like to look only at lower-end materials, I can arr⁠—”

      “I don’t want a bunch of crap in my place! Don’t be ridiculous. I can afford the high-end shit. No need to be patronizing, Mr. Preston.” The sneer on his face was close to the final straw, but I managed to remain civil.

      “Mr. Martinez, I don’t mean to patronize at all. Again I apologize for⁠—”

      “Stop calling me that!” he snapped. He whipped his dark sunglasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “Then stop calling me ‘Mr. Preston,’ ass—!” I stopped myself midinsult, but the damage was done.

      I ground my back teeth and wrapped my fingers tightly around the steering wheel. We were still parked in front of the store. I was glad there were no windows for Brenda and her staff to witness the meltdown in progress. I could feel the beginnings of a horrible headache at the base of my skull and knew the stress of the past few months was about to catch up with me in the form of an ugly migraine or a panic attack if I didn’t pull it together fast.

      “I’m sorry.” My voice was low. I couldn’t look at him. I was angry and upset now, but I didn’t want to concede total defeat.

      Michael sighed deeply. “Hey.”

      I knew he wanted my attention but I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I kept my eyes fixed ahead.

      “Hey, I’m… Luke?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Look at me.”

      I grudgingly turned to face him and was taken aback by the blatant misery in his eyes. I couldn’t hold on to my last thread of anger when I saw his distress. I barely knew this man, but he was obviously unhappy.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry. I’m bad company and I know it. I got a call that… whatever. It isn’t important. I’ve had an impressive string of bad luck lately, and I’m tired of constantly being frustrated and disappointed. I wish I could….” Michael turned his head to look out the window, rubbing his chin absently with his thumb.

      “What?” I prodded.

      “Fuck, do anything but sit around and wish time away.”

      We were silent for a moment. We’d known each other less than a week and had already experienced a couple of awkward exchanges, revealing more than most strangers would in such a short time. His sadness comingled with mine and created a tangible pallor in the small car’s interior. It left me feeling uncertain and off-balance. Everything in me wanted to retreat and maybe try again on Monday. But I sensed Michael needed to make the decision. Not because it was entirely important but because any semblance of control was vital to him in a time when nothing was going his way. I could definitely appreciate the feeling. I swallowed hard and turned the engine on.

      “Where to?” I asked as I pulled out of the parking space.

      Michael looked over at me with a crooked smile as he placed his sunglasses back over his nose. My breath hitched slightly at his transformation from handsome but distant to downright beautiful.

      “I think you said something about peeling linoleum being unsafe. I guess we better look at flooring. But do me a favor….”

      “What’s that?”

      “Can you try not to make best friends with the salesperson? If I have to hear one more story about someone’s grandkids or where they bought their fabulous bracelets or how smart their haircut is, I’m gonna go fucking crazy. You don’t have to be so… nice.”

      “Are you kidding me? Of course I do! Customer service is everything!”

      “Well, I’m the customer and I say cut the bullshit. Let’s get in and out of the next store in fifteen minutes. What do you say?”

      “Bullshit? You… that is… horrible! You may be the customer but if you act like an asshole, don’t be surprised if⁠—”

      “Did you just call me an asshole? Again? You know, Luke… I don’t think that’s good customer service,” he taunted me playfully.

      I stopped at a red light and looked at Michael’s handsome profile. He caught my stare and flashed a megawatt beautiful grin that took my breath away. I forgot what our banter had been about until he chuckled and asked me what color traffic light I was waiting for.

      “You are an asshole.”

      Michael laughed again. This time it was unfettered and musical. I hid a small smile as I maneuvered the car toward our next destination.

      

      Naturally, the freeway was a bumper-to-bumper nightmare. We visited two more showrooms and were finally headed back to his house by midafternoon. I adjusted the radio and hummed along to “Like a Prayer” as I tried to jockey for lane position behind a semitruck.

      “You like this song?”

      “Of course! Don’t tell me you don’t like Madonna.” I gave him a quick sideways stare over the top of my sunglasses. “Don’t,” I warned.

      “‘Don’t’ as in you’ll kick my ugly ass out of your car if I dare say a word against the queen of pop?” His tone was laced with amusement.

      “I wouldn’t say you’re ugly but yeah, if I had a place to drop you off in this godforsaken mess of freeway, I might be tempted. So watch it, buddy.”

      “Wow. You’re kinda fierce. Is she your favorite, or do I have to be careful about what I say about Cher too?”

      “Are you musically stereotyping me? Luke’s gay so he must like Cher, Madonna, and Christina?” I switched lanes, conscientiously keeping my gaze on the congested road although I was dying to see Michael’s expression.

      “Well do you?”

      “Yes, of course, but⁠—

      Michael laughed out loud. I waited a minute, letting him enjoy himself at my expense.

      “Are you finished? Plenty of straight men like them too, you know.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he singsonged.

      “Oh shut up. I’m not switching my tunes. My car, my music. But because I’m polite I’ll ask for the sake of conversation. What kind of music do you like?”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to work that way. You should have asked me that question when I first got in the car and then insisted on playing traditional mariachi music because I love it.” His voice was full of mocking righteous indignation. He was obviously enjoying himself.

      “Sorry. Client privileges only extend so far. Not to in-car entertainment. And as far as mariachi music is concerned, you better make damn sure you’re offering tequila shots to go along with that sh—um… music.”

      I heard a sharp intake of breath and from the corner of my eye saw Michael turn as much as possible in his seat to face me with his arms folded across his chest. His dark glasses covered his eyes, but it didn’t take a genius to know his glare was scornful.

      “Sh—? Please don’t tell me you were going to say shit and insult my heritage and my family honor.”

      I bit my bottom lip in an effort to keep from chuckling at his act. There was nothing more attractive to me than a guy with a good sense of humor. At least I hoped he was joking. I took a quick peek in his direction to find him still holding his pose and staring me down evilly.

      “I would never impugn your proud heritage. How dare you even suggest such a thing? I think you’re trying to take attention from your earlier show of disrespect toward the fine female songstresses I’ve been playing for you today. I’ll have none of that.” I weaved my head back and forth in a way I’d seen Brandon do with flair countless times. My attempts at a sassy head bob usually made Bran roll his eyes, so I was certain I looked goofy rather than intimidating.

      Michael agreed if his shout of laughter was any judge.

      “Right. Well, what kind of music do you like, then? Mariachi and what else?”

      “I was kidding about mariachi, although I do like it. I just wouldn’t listen to it while I’m trying to relax… or even drive for that matter. It’s celebration music in my culture. But since you’re from LA, you probably already knew that.”

      “So you’re full-blooded Mexican?” I asked conversationally.

      “What tipped you off?” came his sarcastic reply.

      “It was a rhetorical question. I’m attempting a polite repartee. You said before you were Mexican but you didn’t say… oh never mind.”

      “Ohhhh. A repartee. Why didn’t you say so?”

      “Are you always this charming, or am I getting special treatment?”

      Michael gave a chagrinned chuckle. “Sorry. You’re a good sport. I like messin’ with you. And yes, I’m full-blooded Mexican. What about you?”

      “Not a drop.”

      “No shit. Your California blond hair and golden tan give you away, hotshot. So what are you?”

      “Who knows? According to Mara, I’m English, Irish, Swedish, German, and French. Personally I have my doubts about being French. I think she liked the idea and added it to the list.” I chuckled lightly.

      “Who’s Mara?”

      “My mom.”

      “You call your mother by her first name? Man, my mom would smack me upside the head.” He shook his head mournfully. “Kids these days.”

      “Well trust me, Mara isn’t like most moms. I’m sure she’s nothing like yours.”

      Michael didn’t respond. I took the quiet to be a normal lull.

      “Where did you say you were from?”

      I’d been momentarily lost in thought and found myself shifting gears to refocus. “The San Fernando Valley.”

      “Me too. Does your family still live there?”

      I quickly glanced over before answering. “No, my mom got married and moved to Brentwood after I left for college. What about your family? Do you have any siblings?”

      “Two older brothers, a younger brother, and two sisters, one older, one younger. They all live in or around the same neighborhood we grew up in. My folks still live in the same three-bedroom house where they raised six kids. Not much changes with the Martinez clan. Tradition, you know?”

      “No, I wouldn’t know. I was an only child of a single parent. I never knew my father. It was always just me and my mom. I know next to nothing about what ‘normal’ families are like.” I did a one-handed quotation and used my other hand to turn right on Michael’s street, signaling an end to a very long day.

      “Fuck. Sometimes I’d give anything to know what that’s like.” He sounded wistful and completely sincere.

      “Why? I’m the opposite. I wish I had more stability in my life. And less… crazy.”

      “Human nature. We always want what we don’t have,” Michael sagely observed as I pulled the car to a stop in front of his house.

      I grabbed the bags of samples and followed as Michael navigated the overgrown pathway leading to his front door on crutches.

      “Are you willing to paint the outside? I know we’ve concentrated on simple interior changes so far, but this color is….” I stopped talking when I realized I was speaking a little too honestly. I was generally more tactful. I knew how to finesse my language to not insult my client. Usually. It had been a long day.

      “Yes? What were you going to say? Not to your liking? In need of a fresh coat? Or outdated?” Michael modulated his voice at the end so he sounded like a snobby, well… interior designer.

      I bit my cheek and offered a sheepish grin. “Butt-ugly.”

      I was rewarded with his full hearty laugh as I opened the door. I hid my smile and set the bags inside the foyer. We would tackle material selection next week. As much as I dreaded the very thought, I was going to have to get back on the road. I was about to say good-bye when Michael’s cell rang. He saw my intention, but stopped me when he saw the caller ID.

      “This will just take a sec. Hang on.”

      I meandered down the hall and lingered near the doorway to the living area while Michael took his call.

      “Hi. Sure. I just got home, so come by anytime. Oh. Yeah that works. See ya.”

      He smiled as he maneuvered his crutches toward me. “My massage therapist. The perks of my infirmity… Jovan makes house calls.”

      “Lucky you.” I peeled myself from the doorjamb. I was tired, but rest wasn’t an option for at least a couple more hours. “I should get a move on. Have a great weekend, boss. I’ll see you Monday. Is ten thirty okay?”

      Michael spared me a comical, incredulous look and shook his head at the folly of my suggestion. “You can’t seriously be thinking of getting on the road now. You could ride a bike faster to the city at this time of day. Just hang tight and enjoy the sunset. Damn, kid!” He cocked his head to the side and asked if I’d given any thought to using the studio above the garage.

      “I have. And yes, I’d love to. I was going to ask if I could stay Monday. I don’t have anything with me today. But, there is no point in pretending the commute isn’t a headache. I can find someplace nearby when I….” I let my voice trail off tiredly.

      “No need for that.” His tone was decisive and maybe even a little irritated that I’d suggested another option. “In fact, you’re welcome to stay tonight if you feel like it. I’ll even offer you a glass of wine to make up for my earlier crappy mood. You can relax, watch TV. Whatever. Up to you, but if you ask me, it sounds better than listening to lousy radio music for another couple of hours. Just sayin’.” Michael winked and offered a wry grin.

      I chuckled lightly and mulled over his proposition. Sit in traffic and go back to Bran’s to do what? Tag along with Trev and him to a bar or dance club? I’d been busy all day and had no idea what their plans were tonight. And the truth was, I was exhausted. Mentally and physically done.

      “Thank you, Michael. I’d like that.”

      This time his smile was wide and triumphant, inviting me to laugh out loud at his exaggerated show of arrogant confidence.

      “Good! You can keep me company ’til Jovan gets here. Wine or beer?”

      “Wine. I’ll get it.”

      “Thanks. The kitchen is pretty well stocked. I had someone come by with groceries yesterday. Bring out something to snack on too. I’ll go outside. We shouldn’t waste the view while the weather holds, right?”

      Strangely, he seemed glad to have my company even though we’d spent the entire day together. I watched him for a second before heading to gather our supplies for a sunset snack. I’d need my sunglasses if we were going to sit outside, I mused. I made a detour for the front door, remembering at the last minute that I’d left them in the car. I passed the mailbox on my way back to the house and noticed a white envelope sticking out. I stopped to bring in the mail, thinking I’d save Michael a trip on his crutches. I left the stack of letters in the kitchen and brought out a bottle of pinot noir and some cheese and crackers for a snack.

      The sunset was glorious that evening, spreading a pink-and-purple glow across the sky. I sipped my wine slowly, thinking I could happily get used to this life. But this wasn’t my reality. This was a job. I made an offhand comment about the age of some of his kitchen appliances to satisfy my guilt at basking in a glorious setting with a hunky man drinking pinot while collecting a paycheck. Michael put his fingers in his ears and sang a childish chorus of “lalalalalala.”

      “You’re off the clock, Luke. No more talking about kitchens, materials, or any remodel bullshit at all. Deal?”

      “All right. What do you want to talk about, then?” I picked up my glass and felt a sudden wave of anxiousness. I didn’t have a clue what to talk about. Soccer? No. Remodel? No.

      Michael glanced sideways at me and reached for a piece of Tuscan cheese on the platter between us. He sat back in his chaise lounge with his right leg elevated on an outdoor pillow. He looked as though he were pondering the perfect topic, which struck me as sweet and silly. I chuckled softly and took another sip of wine.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I gave him an innocent grin and studied his handsome profile as he watched a pod of pelicans glide across the placid water below. His features were strong and masculine. A straight nose that hooked almost imperceptibly, high cheekbones, and a full mouth. Gay or straight, anyone would agree he was fine. I set my wineglass down as I recognized my thoughts might loosen my lips if I wasn’t careful.

      “Just tell me about yourself. Where did you go to college? What did you study? Um… what size shoe do you wear? I don’t care. Just talk.”

      “Ha! Shoe size?” I giggled and shifted slightly in my chair in an effort to get a little more comfortable. “That’s an interesting array of topic choices. Where shall I begin?”

      “Shoe size,” he said dryly.

      “Size ten. I’m five foot nine, so I suppose that’s all average, you know?”

      Michael pursed his lips but didn’t say a word. I had a good idea where his mind had gone and was tempted to call him out. Alcohol always encouraged me to loosen my inhibitions, but thankfully some semblance of good judgment kept me from talking about endowments versus shoe size and assuring him the size of my dick should rightfully qualify me for a larger shoe size.

      I hid my embarrassment, fussing with the pillow behind my back before turning back to answer him. “Let’s see. I went to San Francisco State University and believe it or not, I studied English and literature.”

      “Did you want to be a writer?”

      “Yes. Actually I did. I tried for a short time, but it’s hard to make a living as a writer.”

      “Not if you enjoy it.”

      “Sadly that’s not true. It was never a question of enjoying it. It’s that I enjoy eating too. Basic necessities win every time. I didn’t make a good starving artist.”

      “Hmm. So what’s your favorite type of literature? Are you a classics snob? Or are you into science ficti— No, don’t tell me. Erotica?”

      My eyes widened as I struggled to swallow the wine I’d just sipped. I coughed and gave Michael the dirty look he deserved, though maybe not the answer he expected.

      “Yes, I love erotica. Gay erotica, naturally. You?”

      He chuckled as he raised his glass in a mock toast. “Naturally. Do you write any?”

      “No. It gets tiresome trying to find new ways to say cock, dick, prick. You know?”

      “Well, there’s penis for the anatomy freaks. Schlong works for something a little different.”

      “Schlong? I don’t think I’ve ever called my dic—never mind.”

      “What’s the matter? Don’t get shy on me now. This is getting good. So no to schlong but yes to… what? Weiner? Pecker? Or tool….”

      “Are you done?”

      “No more dick talk?”

      I shook my head.

      “Fine. Then tell me your favorite genre. Do you prefer fiction, nonfiction, poetry⁠—”

      “You don’t want to hear⁠—”

      “Yes, I do. I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.” He scowled at me playfully.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll wake you up if you nod off. I love poetry.” I paused to gauge his reaction. Michael made an impatient gesture with his hand, indicating I should continue.

      “I don’t appear to have fallen into a catatonic state yet, so go on. What do you like about it? Do you have a favorite poem?”

      I was grateful for my dark glasses because this was a surreal conversation for me. It might be innocuous to most people, but I hadn’t had a discussion with anyone about literature and poetry in many years. It had begun to feel like a secret, as it had when I was in grade school. Brandon knew I was a hopeless bibliophile, but he didn’t share my interest. Nor did anyone else I knew. I was used to talking about colors and design or even music and movies. Not the one thing I loved more than any other. Books.

      “Well? Aren’t you going to answer? I’ll go first.” He laughed at my expression. “Oh. You think I’m just a dumb jock, don’t you?”

      “No! Of cou⁠—”

      “I’m teasing you. I don’t know a lot about poetry, but I love some of Pablo Neruda’s work. Do you know it?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. What’s your favorite?”

      “‘Es tan corto el amor, y tan largo el olvido.’ It means ‘Love is so⁠—’”

      “Short, forgetting is so long,” I interrupted. “I know that one. It’s very sad.”

      “It is. Your turn.” He gave me a lopsided grin as he reached over to grab a cracker nonchalantly.

      “Um, okay. ‘Beauty, real beauty, ends where an intellectual expression begins.’ Oscar Wilde.”

      “That’s a good one.”

      “It is, and there’s truth in it. I love that a few simple words can evoke such an incredible depth of meaning. It’s… sublime. It’s true beauty.”

      I set my wineglass down and sprang from my chair feeling suddenly restless. Talk about oversharing. I floundered for a change of topic like an acrobat on a tightrope.

      “It turns out I have an eye for color and perspective too, so you’re in luck!” I winced at my flirty tone. I felt Michael’s gaze as I wandered to the stone ledge and then pivoted around. “Shoot! I forgot to tell you I brought your mail in. Let me grab it for you!”

      “Don’t bother⁠—”

      “It’s no bother at all!” I practically sprinted to the sliding-glass door and was immediately irritated with myself. Why was I freaking out? Was it the wine or was it the company? I’d had three sips, so I couldn’t blame it on the pinot. Awkward. I counted to ten, grabbed the stack of letters, and headed back outside.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me and set his glass aside when I handed him the mail.

      “Thanks.” He shuffled through the letters distractedly. “You know there’s a set of—whoa.”

      “What? What is it?” I stood nearby, too restless to sit, but something in his tone made me turn around.

      “What the fuck? This. That goddamn fucking….” He switched to Spanish and waved the offending piece of paper in the air.

      “English, por favor.”

      I reclaimed my chair and watched Michael for clues. I wasn’t sure he was going to share the contents of the letter, which was fine. It was his business. He handed over a single sheet of paper with a one-line request demanding he arrange for the immediate deposit of $25,000 to the account of James L. Wilson.

      I gasped in shock and flung the offending paper at Michael as though it were laced with anthrax as well as extortion. “Oh my God! You have to call the police. That’s extortion! He can’t get away with that. He should go to jail, directly to jail, do not pass go. Not okay. Not okay!”

      “Hey, calm down, hotshot.”

      “Calm? How can you say that? Call your lawyer. You need to⁠—”

      “Shh. It’s fine, Luke.”

      “Fine! It’s not fine. You aren’t going to give him the money, are you? Do you have it? I’d be floating facedown in a river if someone wanted that kind cash from me. That’s a lot of⁠—”

      “Stop.” Michael took his sunglasses off and massaged the bridge of his nose. The guy looked decidedly pissed. Not scared.

      I made a zip-my-lips motion and was pleased to see a ghost of a smile cross his face.

      “No, I won’t pay that little fucker a dime. But this was exactly what I thought would happen.” He remained as still as a statue, but tension came off him in waves.

      “It doesn’t say ‘or else.’ Maybe he needs a loan?”

      Michael snorted. “I doubt it. People like him are motivated by greed and spite. The ‘or else’ is understood, Lukey.”

      “Fuck. That’s… I don’t have words.” I didn’t bother reprimanding him for calling me Lukey, a nickname only Brandon or my mother ever used. I was too wound up.

      “Hmm. I do, but none of them will solve this problem.”

      “You’re right. Action! You need professional help here. Call the police⁠—”

      “No. I’m not calling anyone. I need to think things through. In the meantime, my distraction for the night has just arrived.”

      “Huh?” I turned to see what had caught his attention.

      The gorgeous blond Adonis walking toward us had to be Jovan the masseuse. I was distracted too. I casually checked the corners of my mouth to make sure I wasn’t drooling when we were introduced. Michael was one lucky bastard. A moonlight massage given by the lovely Jovan sounded heavenly. I wondered if this was a “happy ending” type of massage but quickly gave myself a mental smack upside the head. Again, not my business.

      Michael handed me the key to the studio over the garage just as the sun dipped below the horizon. I said my good-byes and reminded my boss I’d be going back to LA early the next morning and would see him Monday. As I headed across the property toward the garage, I pulled out my cell phone to let Brandon know not to expect me back tonight. He made a hysterical comment about it being time I got some, but sadly I think he knew I’d honestly only be sleeping. Alone. I didn’t mind. This was the first bit of true privacy I’d had in some time, and I intended to relish every bit of it.

      The studio apartment was comfortable and well appointed. Jamie obviously had some skill as a decorator if he was the one responsible for furnishing the small space. Nothing was opulent or overdone. It was tasteful and made me wonder why he wanted to hire me in the first place. It didn’t make sense. Unless he wanted to skim money from my salary to put in his own pocket. My eyes went wide at the very idea. Jamie was a shark. I’d been around people with questionable character. My ex certainly qualified. However, I’d never been exposed to blatant thievery. Sure, I’d witnessed a hip yoga-attired mom sneak a candle into her diaper bag at BGoods, but this was different. This was evil.

      I could tell Michael was angry, but I was shocked he hadn’t called someone immediately. Police, lawyer… anybody. Extortion was bad news. Jamie should not get away with it. I was indignant on his behalf and in danger of working myself into a state. Some diversion would go a long way, I decided. I stripped down to my boxers and lay back in the roomy bed with the television remote glued to my hand. I happily caught up on hours’ worth of mindless entertainment before finally falling asleep. Unfortunately I was wide awake a couple of hours later. A quick glance at my cell told me it was midnight. Damn. I turned the television back on, but the thrill of having the flat screen to myself had worn off. I didn’t have a book with me and my battery was low on my phone, so I didn’t dare use it for entertainment purposes.

      I stared at the ceiling willing calming, tranquil thoughts to lull my body back to sleep.

      It was hopeless. Thoughts of water turned to thoughts of San Francisco, which morphed into thoughts of Neil. When a rush of anxiety made my pulse quicken, I knew I was done for. I kicked the covers off, redressed, and headed for the door. Except, now what? Should I drive back to the city? I quickly dismissed the idea. A breath of fresh ocean air sounded more enticing. I could head back to the main house and sit on one of the lounge chairs on the terrace and let the crashing waves on the shore below soothe me to a more restful state. Done. The Pacific easily won over a midnight excursion on the freeway.

      I navigated the darkened overgrown pathway toward the side of the main house with care. It was damn near jungle-like in certain areas. I was engaged in a full conversation with myself regarding an outdoor to-do list when I heard a noise. I stopped dead in my tracks. My heart started pounding and my palms felt instantly clammy. God, I was ridiculous! Or was I? What if Jamie came back to kill Michael in his sleep? What if he— That didn’t make sense, though. He wanted money and a dead man couldn’t pay him. Dead. Oh fuck. Why couldn’t I take a simple walk in the dark without freaking out? It was probably some kind of nocturnal animal, like a rabbit or maybe a raccoon. I didn’t even know if there were raccoons this close to the ocean. I willed my breathing to slow so I could concentrate.

      There it was again. A moan.

      Oh my God! Was someone injured? Was it Michael? Was Jovan the Gorgeous really Jovan the Terrible? Was he in cahoots with Jamie? Had he done something to Michael and left him bleeding, helpless, and hopeless? I felt my cool slip and spiral away. My flair for melodrama was being tested for sure. I listened and once again heard the moaning noise. But this time I recognized it.

      I felt a fit of inappropriate laughter bubble up as I heard the unmistakable sound of lovemaking in progress. A soft gasp, a low groan. Not my business, but I was suddenly in a sticky situation. It was so damn dark and the foliage was so dense, I was sure to give myself away if I moved too quickly. I needed to let my eyes acclimate and then find the quietest way back to the studio. I silently reprimanded myself. I should have just driven back. Now I was forced to hear sex in progress. I could have stayed at Brandon’s for that. I could hear whispers and an almost-pained-sounding grunt before I heard the first urgent request for more.

      “Oh yeah. Fuck. Right there. Oh… yes.”

      “You like that? You ready for me? You want it hard? Tell me.”

      “Yes. Fuck me hard. Fuck me!”

      Neither voice sounded like Michael’s, though. I don’t know what I expected, but it sounded like I was listening to him watch porn. I wasn’t a porn aficionado, but I’d watched enough to tell the nuances between actual sex in progress and something staged. Bed springs creaked, and a steady pounding of flesh accompanied now by louder groans drifted out the open window of Michael’s bedroom. I swallowed hard. My mouth was dry, and I felt suddenly overly warm in spite of the slight chill in the September evening. I heard Michael’s soft laugh and knew I’d been correct. He was watching, not doing. Another voice, probably Jovan’s, answered, and they both laughed. Were they watching together? Maybe he really was a “happy ending” masseuse. When I heard another strangled round of “fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” I turned on my heel and made my move back toward the studio.

      I stood like a deer in headlights at the bottom of the steps near the garage attempting to clear my head. Trying to go to sleep now was a joke. Just picturing my handsome client with the tall, hunky Jovan was enough to make me hard. Darker skin on lighter skin and… shit. I reached down to cup my swollen flesh through my khaki pants. This had to be one of the strangest situations I’d ever found myself in. I was confused but wildly turned-on from accidentally eavesdropping on two guys watching two guys have sex. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Nothing. It wasn’t me. This was bizarre for sure, but I was only human, and the images conjured from what I’d heard were enough to make me painfully hard. I unzipped my pants as I climbed the stairs. I was so fucking horny, it was ridiculous to question why. Images of Michael’s beautiful muscled body lying on a narrow masseuse’s table while a gorgeous bare-chested Swede with golden skin stood over him ran through my head. I pulled my heavy cock out and leaned against the closed door. My breath hitched as I firmly stroked myself to the vision of Jovan’s sure fingers tweaking Michael’s nipples hard before pouring more oil over his chest. I could see him rubbing the oil in a fluid motion as he traveled over Michael’s taut abs and down toward his gorgeous erect cock. Jovan’s hands would massage his thighs and the curve of his hips before finally taking hold of the hard flesh with a strong grip. I closed my eyes and let my hand fly. My knees felt weak, and I could feel my orgasm approaching at the image of Jovan palming Michael’s balls as he jerked him off at a steady tempo. I could see Michael’s back arch with pleasure in my mind. The thought pushed me over the edge. I gripped my dick in a punishing hold and came hard. When my ragged breathing normalized, I looked down at the mess I’d made. My khakis were around my ankles, and my hands were coated with cum. So much for going out for a little fresh air to clear my turbulent thoughts.

      I had to laugh. It wasn’t what I’d expected, but I wasn’t sorry for anything other than I wished it were my hands running all over my hot Latin client. This was certainly going to be an interesting couple of months if night one was any indication. I took a deep breath and peeled my body from the door. I needed to clean up, lie down, and pray for sleep.

      My prayer was left unanswered. Lying on a strange bed after a day that had been far from average with a doozy of a twist at the end made it practically impossible for me to quiet my overactive mind. Sometime before the sun rose, I gave up trying. My best bet would be a short nap at Brandon’s before heading over to his store to help out on a busy Saturday. I diligently locked the studio door, shivering in the cool early morning before making my way cautiously down the narrow stairs outside the garage. The sky was still a deep indigo liberally dotted with brilliant stars, but I was sure I’d get a glimpse of the sun long before I made it back to LA.

      My first stop should definitely be for coffee, I mused as I rubbed my eyes and fumbled to get the key in the ignition. I froze when I spotted two silhouettes walking from the direction of the main house toward the street. It was Michael and Jovan. Fuck. I was trapped again. If I turned on the engine I’d be spotted, but the alternative of sitting in the shadows like a creepy stalker didn’t sound much better. I was too tired to think clearly.

      I watched Michael walk alongside Jovan, expertly wielding his crutches down the driveway, his dark head bent in concentration. They passed my car and stopped in front of a Jeep parked twenty feet away. Jovan opened his trunk while Michael stood nearby on the sidewalk. He laughed at something his companion said and smiled when he returned to his side. I felt a pang of ridiculous jealousy.

      What an idiot. I put my fingers back on my key just as Michael leaned in to kiss his mouth. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t an overly passionate exchange but it wasn’t a peck on the lips, either. Geez, I needed to pull myself together. I was sinking to new lows if my swelling dick was any indication. I needed to get a life. And get laid.

      I turned the ignition without thinking, surprising the men from their lip lock. Jovan stepped back while Michael cocked his head inquisitively in my direction. I offered a slight smile and a casual wave before putting the car in drive. My heartbeat sounded loud enough to drown out the Rihanna song blasting on the radio. I turned down the sound and peered in my rearview mirror when my curiosity got the better of me. There was only one man standing by the Jeep now. Michael. Even in the shadowed dark, I could tell his gaze was fixed on my departing car.
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