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      The grad student, the jock, and some winter fun…

       

      Drew

      My new job at the bistro is fun. The owners are good guys, and the staff is made up primarily of boisterous water polo players. I know nothing about the sport except there’s a Speedo involved, and Liam likes to wear his everywhere. Yes…Liam—the chatty, handsome, utterly charming waiter I can’t seem to stop thinking about. Ugh. Note to self—do not fall for another younger man.

       

      Liam

      Getting Drew to notice me hasn’t been easy. He’s a little intense, and he knows how to keep his distance. Something tells me he’s not immune—he’s just stubborn. Maybe a weekend of bonding on the ski slopes will win him over. And if I can get him to come out in winter, I might be able to convince him that we have a chance at something special.

       

      Out in Winter is a low-angst MM, bisexual romance starring an oh so serious grad student, a goofball water polo player, and a little winter magic. This story is part of the Out in College series, but each book can be read as a stand-alone. 

    

  


  
    
      For Lane’s Lovers- My incredible group of avid MM romance readers who stop daily to chat, share a laugh or a bit of news…thank you! You have kept me sane and brought more joy than you know this past year. I appreciate your encouragement and support!
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      “My favorite part of the Out In College series is that they're comfort reads. They take me to a happy place.”- Amazon Reader

      

      “I have loved every one of the Out in College series and this fell quickly into that category as well. Lane makes the characters seem like your best friends. The scenes feel so real you can see yourself being there.”- Amazon Reader

      

      “I’m a sucker for all the tropes that sprung up within the novel. Elliot and Braden were past rivals, unexpected roommates, a slow-burn friendship that evolves into a sexual relationship turned romance. A lovely book to escape into for a hot afternoon, or a steamy evening- it was 95 in the shade today, but the book also made this lady blush.”- Wicked Reads

      

      “Lane Hayes does it again. At this point, I’m not even surprised. She just has something special within that comes across in her writing, and it’s just...amazing. I am a HUGE Lane Hayes fan.”- Bayou Book Junkie
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      “If winter comes, can spring be far behind?”—Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ode to the West Wind

      

      The sound of clinking glass and rattling silverware echoed in the empty bistro, bouncing off the white-paneled walls, wood farm-style tables, and blue rattan café chairs. Soft conversation hummed from the kitchen. No doubt the owner was consulting with the chef about today’s specials while the morning crew filled the pastry shelves with fresh-out-of-the-oven croissants, brioche buns, and other savory treats. The doors wouldn’t open for the pastry and breakfast crowd for another twenty minutes, but we’d be more than ready.

      Well, everyone else would be. I was freaking exhausted.

      Months of balancing two jobs plus graduate school had finally caught up to me. The holidays were over, and the café was up and running with a great staff. In a couple of months, I’d be able to give notice at the bar. But now was the perfect time to plan a getaway. The owners, Derek and Gabe, said they’d take over my managerial duties; I just had to be sure we had enough hands on deck. Which translated to wrangling schedules from a dozen water polo players.

      Confession. I’d had no idea what water polo was till recently. I wasn’t a total idiot. I knew there was a Speedo, a ball, and a weird-looking cap involved. However, I’d never seen the sport in action. I’d had no clue what the rules were and, to be honest, zero interest in learning….until Derek hired me to manage his bistro and informed me that the posse of new hires would primarily be college-students-slash-water-polo-players.

      They were freaking gods and goddesses. No joke. I’d never seen so many tall, toned, and effortlessly beautiful people in one place in my life. For the most part, they were a cool group who’d been hand-picked by Derek’s boyfriend, Gabe.

      Derek and Gabe met through the sport and had played together at Long Beach. After graduation, Derek went to culinary school and recently opened a bistro while Gabe trained with the US team bound for the Olympics this summer. He was also the assistant coach at the university and could personally vouch for those he’d suggested as new hires. As a whole, his instincts were on point.

      Our servers were a dynamic, diverse, and fun group. Most were typical laid-back Cali beach-types, always ready with a smile and a “That’s awesome, dude.” But we had a few who were⁠—

      “Yo, dudes and dudettes. I have arrived! Let the morning shenanigans begin!”

      Like Liam.

      Loud, boisterous, and goofy as hell. And completely fucking adorable in the way gigantic teddy bears were.

      I glanced up from my spot at the counter and did a double take before bursting into laughter. “What are you wearing?”

      Liam held his arms open wide and glanced down at his odd ensemble as if it were a surprise to him too. He wore Ugg boots, a red-and-black striped scarf, an unzipped parka…oh yeah, and a Speedo.

      “Not much,” he quipped.

      “I see.” I was going for bored and unimpressed, but I didn’t quite succeed.

      That tiny wisp of nylon and Lycra hugged his impressive package without being completely obscene. Impressive indeed—though I had to imagine a serious boner would have to jump ship to get some breathing room. If I weren’t technically his boss, I would have asked how a Speedo contained the average rogue erection. Or did that even happen? And why the fuck was I staring at his junk?

      I averted my gaze and yawned, ready to blame exhaustion if he called me out for package-perving. Luckily, he didn’t notice. He’d turned to wave to his coworkers, wrapping forks and knives in white linen napkins at the bakery counter. It gave me a moment to discreetly admire him, and there was quite a bit to admire.

      Liam was handsome. I mean…like, wow handsome. He had dark wavy hair, blue eyes, and sculpted features, like high cheekbones and a square jaw that almost always had a bit of scruff. He was an inch taller than my six two, but easily twice my size. He wasn’t heavy or anything—he was thick. He had a big, broad chest, wide shoulders, toned arms, and massive, muscular thighs. I’d always thought swimmers were lean, and most of the water polo players who worked here fit that description. Supposedly his size had something to do with the position he played. I think he told me what it was, but I forgot.

      As good-looking and physically impressive as Liam was, his personality was what really stood out. He was…fun. He wore life lightly. He got along with everyone, and if he ran into a person or situation that bugged him, he addressed the issue and moved on. He was our most likable, easygoing employee, and I wasn’t immune.

      I wanted to gripe at him for wasting my time with his grand entrance and maybe for being way too damn cheerful before six in the fucking morning, but Liam made it hard to hold on to irritation for long. Like now…

      He turned to me with his hands on his hips and waggled his brows mischievously. “I’m ready to get to work. Put me in, Coach.”

      “Ha. Ha. Get dressed. We open soon, and I need to go over the schedule with you.”

      “I thought you already posted it,” he replied, leaning on the counter beside me to peer over my shoulder.

      “This is for the last weekend in January.”

      “That’s not for eons.”

      “I have to make sure we’re covered. I’m not going to be in town, and I want to have everything in place for Derek so that—” I glanced sideways, furrowing my brow. “Are you sniffing my hair, Perez?”

      “By accident.” He shrugged. “You smell good, like…pine forests and bubblegum.”

      I huffed. “You’re weird.”

      “Thanks.” He grinned, then let out a regretful sigh. “Wish I could help, but I’ll be out of town that weekend too. I’m going skiing with some friends.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I erased his name and tapped the pencil against my chin thoughtfully, expecting him to move to the bathrooms to change.

      Instead, he crossed his arms and cocked his head curiously. “It’s good that you’re finally taking a few days off. Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to meet my brother and his wife in Big Bear to⁠—”

      “Shut up. That’s where I’m going.” He smacked my arm playfully and if possible, his already ginormous grin grew. “We should meet up.”

      “Uh, right. Yeah,” I agreed automatically.

      Not gonna happen.

      Liam and I were work-proximity associates. Not buds. And I was at least five years older. Other than the bistro, we didn’t have anything in common. I wouldn’t subject either of us to an awkward out-of-town meet-up.

      “Do you ski or snowboard?”

      “Um…ski, but it’s been a while.”

      “It’s like riding a bike—you never forget.” He patted my back and stepped aside. “I’m freezing my ass off. I need to let Derek know his boyfriend is a freaking tyrant. Workout this morning was brutal.”

      “You were in the pool already?”

      “Yep. Gabe had to coach his club team at seven, so the college guys took his four thirty a.m. slot. In case you’re curious, that water was fucking icy. I don’t think I’ll see my balls till noon.”

      I barked a quick laugh. “Please don’t share that with our customers.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Wait. I’m just…curious. Why didn’t you get dressed at the pool?” I asked.

      “Because he obviously wanted to show off those sexy abs.” Jade sailed up to the bar area and pinched Liam’s ass through his parka, snickering when he jumped theatrically. “Let’s see ’em, Li.”

      Liam opened his parka and gave his best Magic Mike impression, swaying his hips and gyrating shamelessly. It was too over-the-top to be taken as anything but funny. I shook my head in mock censure, chuckling when Jade danced up against him. She had long dark hair, olive skin, and green eyes. They looked hot together…tall, lithe, and self-aware. It was a good show, but we had work to do.

      I was about to tell them to get their asses in gear just as Derek walked in.

      “Seriously? I will kick your ass if you aren’t dressed and ready to open that door in ten minutes, Perez,” Derek glowered.

      Liam froze theatrically for a beat, then danced his way around Jade and Derek, keeping rhythm with some sexy tune in his head as he shimmied toward the bathroom. Honestly, his exit was funnier than the stripper grind. I let out an undignified snort-laugh, handing Jade a napkin to dab tears at the corners of her eyes. She thanked me before getting back to work.

      “Sorry about that. He cracks me up,” I admitted, skirting the counter and slipping the schedule under the register.

      Derek snickered. “I know. The guy is a goofball. No wonder half the staff and most of our customers have a crush on him. He and Jade make a cute couple, but we’ll have to ask them to curb the dirty dancing. Mr. Molino looks like he enjoyed that show far too much.”

      I cast my gaze toward the little old man reading his newspaper on the other side of the glass door and frowned.

      And here’s what I should have done: I should have asked about the specials of the day, commented on the cooler weather and the unlikelihood of offering outdoor seating at lunchtime. I should have reminded him about his appointment with our cheese vendor and maybe even mentioned that we were still short a server the weekend I planned to take off.

      Instead, I blurted, “Are Liam and Jade…together?”

      Derek shrugged. “I don’t really think so, but I know she has a crush on him. She’s about as subtle as a sledgehammer. They hang out in a big group of friends.”

      “And they all play water polo?”

      “Yep. It’s kind of ironic if you think about it. I wanted to go with an earth-and-dirt and a farm-to-table vibe, then hired half the men’s and women’s water polo teams. I probably should have named this place The H2O Club.” His grin faded when he continued. “Is everyone working out okay?”

      I nodded, prepared to give an off-the-cuff, “Of course,” but the worry in Derek’s expression stopped me. Bonne Terre was his baby…a dream he’d worked hard to bring to life. For the past few months, I’d witnessed the blood, sweat, and tears, the long hours, and the meticulous attention to detail Derek gave to every facet of this venture. He’d hired me on as manager to help run the show on a daily basis. And also, to give him feedback, so he could correct anything that wasn’t quite working.

      The bistro hadn’t been open a full month yet. We were still in the honeymoon phase, but I’d been in the restaurant business long enough to know, that phase didn’t last long. Any weak link or hint of bad press could bring a fledgling entity down, and I wouldn’t let that happen on my watch.

      “Everyone is great. Honestly,” I assured him.

      “Good. I’m guilty of being willfully optimistic when it comes to this place, but I think this is a fantastic crew.”

      “I agree. And so do our customers.” I checked the time and reached for the keys. We still had five minutes till opening, but I knew Derek wouldn’t mind letting Mr. M in early. “Mr. Molino is here every morning for coffee and sports talk with Liam or whoever will let him bend their ear for an hour or so.”

      Derek grinned. “Whatever gets them coming in works for me. Poor guy is going to be bummed when Liam leaves.”

      I paused in my tracks. “Leaves? Did he give notice?”

      “No, but he made it clear this was a holiday gig for him. The holidays are over, so I’m thinking we may only have Liam through January.” He inclined his head toward the door. “Let’s open. Mr. M looks like he needs a cup of coffee.”

      I obeyed, pasting a smile on my face as I unlocked the door and greeted our customer. I turned the sign in the window and followed Mr. Molino to the counter, engaging in our usual daily small talk about the weather.

      But something was off inside me.

      I felt like I was suddenly walking through molasses, and I couldn’t figure it out. Sure, I knew this was a temporary gig for Liam. What I didn’t understand was why his imminent departure felt so…depressing.

      “G’mornin’, Mr. M!” Liam flashed a brilliant grin at the older man and patted him gently on the back. “Did you see the Ducks game last night? That final goal was insane.”

      I stepped aside to let Liam take over, drifting to the far end of the counter to set a few baked goods on tiered plates. I made a production of assembling the macarons by subtle shades of pastel while clandestinely watching their sporty exchange.

      Look, I’d be the first to admit I was attracted to tall, dark, handsome, and effortlessly good-natured guys. And I had a thing for athletes. But my greatest weakness was a man with a sense of humor offset by a heavy dose of kindness. My ex-boyfriend, Elliot, was a great example. We broke up over a year ago and though we were on good terms, it was an awkward ending. At least it was until his boyfriend, Braden, referred me to Derek.

      They were good people. And so was Liam.

      I watched him lean against the counter, smiling as he made idle conversation about player stats and team rankings with a man who was old enough to be his grandfather. He never broke eye contact, and he didn’t hurry him along so he could wait on the pretty college-aged girls who walked in a minute later. In fact, he shot an expectant glance toward Jade, wordlessly asking her to step in.

      Yep. Kindness was my kryptonite. And it didn’t hurt that he looked like a Greek god too or that—oh, no.

      Oh. Fuck.

      I had a crush on Liam. Dammit. That wasn’t good.

      Not only was it bad form to lust after an employee, but I had way too much on my plate between grad school and work to even think about my social life, let alone my sex life. Oh, and there was one other minor detail…Liam was straight.

      Maybe it was a good thing he wouldn’t be around for long after all.
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      There weren’t enough hours in the day to accomplish half the things on my to-do list, which meant I didn’t have time to overthink my attraction to Liam either. I actually didn’t see much of him for the rest of that week. He’d requested evening shifts on nights I was working at The Rusty Nail, but he also specifically asked to be scheduled to open the café tomorrow. I wondered if that was when he planned to give notice.

      Whatever. I wasn’t going to worry about it. I didn’t have time for that kind of nonsense, remember?

      Grad school was officially set to resume in mid-January, but my peer adviser decided it would be a great idea to host a few workshops to prepare for the new semester. I was equal parts enthusiastic for the opportunity to get a head start on the curriculum and resentful to lose any portion of my much-needed break. However, when I walked out of the classroom the following Monday afternoon, I felt optimistic all over again. I liked school. Hell, I liked it better than I had as an undergrad.

      I hiked my backpack over my shoulder and headed down the tree-lined pathway through the deserted campus. There was something kind of magical about having the place to myself. I slowed when I reached the quad, pausing to admire the glistening green grass before heading for the parking lot. I took the long way around, letting my mind drift from one wacky topic to the next: Who would be my partner for the project, how much research was really involved, and most importantly—what should I eat for dinner? Maybe pasta or grilled chicken or⁠—

      “Hey, Drew!”

      I turned on cue.

      Liam?

      I squinted in confusion, pushing my sunglasses on top of my head to give him a thorough once-over. Damn, he was hot. His twinkling eyes and lopsided grin warmed me from the inside out. He rocked the battered old Uggs and water-polo-parka ensemble again. His wavy dark hair curled at his collar, giving him a more boyish look than usual. His stubbled jaw should have canceled the illusion, but it added roguish appeal and—oh, boy. Pull it together, Drew.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Liam chuckled at my lukewarm greeting. “I was swimming laps. What are you doing here?”

      “I had class,” I replied.

      He narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “It’s winter break till next week. What are you really up to? Are you sneaking into classrooms and stealing Post-it Notes and pencil sharpeners?”

      “How’d you guess? I’ve had my eye on that industrial-looking one bolted to the front desk in the library,” I snarked, gesturing at his ensemble. “Aren’t you cold?”

      “Nah, but I should be. I’m buck-ass naked under this thing.”

      Gulp.

      Okay. See? Not fair.

      Liam had my attention from the second he called my name. Now I was on hyper alert, every nerve ending in my body buzzing. It took less than two minutes for him to ruin a week’s worth of resolve not to lust after my coworker. Damn, I was a horny mess.

      I cleared my throat and gave a careless half laugh. “And why is that?”

      “Wet Speedos aren’t comfy.”

      “I bet. Why don’t you shower, dry off, and get dressed in the locker room like normal people?”

      “I am not normal people,” he said, modulating his voice to sound like an evil cartoon villain.

      “You’re a dork.” I chuckled in spite of myself and inclined my head toward the lot. “Where’d you park?”

      “I didn’t drive. My car’s in the shop. I’ve been Uber-ing, Lyft-ing, and mooching rides off friends all week. It’s thrown me off my game. I usually bring a water polo bag and a separate bag for my clothes. Two out of the past five days, I’ve forgotten my clothes. And funny enough, you’re the first person I’ve run into both times.”

      “So you’re not a stripper or a flasher on the side?” I teased.

      “Nope. I can’t dance, and I’m not a total creep,” he huffed. “Just forgetful.”

      “Hmm. I’ve seen you dance around the café. You’re not so bad.”

      “Well, sure…if I’m at a club or a party and my favorite song comes on, I can shake my ass and hold my own. But pole dancing is an art form onto itself.” He raised his hands in surrender. “I am not worthy.”

      I smiled at his earnest expression. “How do I always end up having weird conversations with you?”

      Liam shrugged good-naturedly. “Is it me?”

      “Definitely. Do you need a ride?”

      “I was gonna walk, but if you don’t mind, that would be great. I live near Bixby Village.”

      “No problem.”

      We headed across campus, making idle conversation about nothing in particular. It occurred to me as I opened my SUV that this was the longest I’d ever been alone with Liam. Any second now we’d probably run out of things to say, so it was a good thing he lived close by.

      That definitely wasn’t the case. Liam was loquacious.

      It should have been annoying, but he was a tricky one. Liam didn’t talk about the weather or work, or himself. Instead, he asked questions about me as if he were conducting an interview with the most interesting man in the world and he wanted to be sure not to miss a single detail.

      “So, where are you from originally?” he inquired as he slid into the passenger seat of my Jeep Cherokee.

      “San Diego. You?”

      “Mammoth.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Born and raised on the slopes. I miss snow.”

      “I bet. Why water polo?”

      “I wanted to try something new, and there’s not much snow at the beach.”

      I glanced across the console and rolled my eyes. “I noticed.”

      He chuckled as he shifted to face me. “Did you play any sports?”

      “I was on the track team in high school and⁠—”

      “I knew it!” Liam slapped his hand on the dashboard.

      “You did? How?”

      He grinned. “You’re long and lean like a track star.”

      “I wasn’t necessarily a star, but I liked it.”

      “Do you still run?”

      “Every day.”

      “Sounds awful. To each his own.”

      I chuckled as I turned into the Village. “Where am I going?”

      “Make a right and…you can let me off here. You’re awesome. Thanks, Drew.”

      “Wait. I—” I grabbed his sleeve before he could open the door, then rubbed my chin and gave a half laugh, clearly stalling. “Um…can I ask you something?”

      “Sure. Go for it.”

      “Are you quitting?” I blurted.

      Liam scrunched his brow and twisted his lips comically. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to convey, so I waited.

      “Eventually. Why?”

      “Derek mentioned that you might be moving on now that the holidays are over. And to be honest…I’ve been losing sleep over the idea,” I deadpanned.

      “Aw. I’m touched. I didn’t think you’d notice if I was gone,” he singsonged playfully.

      I scoffed. “You’re not exactly a wallflower. Of course, I’d notice.”

      He waited a beat, then asked, “Will you miss me?”

      I pointed at the door. “Out.”

      Liam threw his head back and guffawed. “Don’t be like that. You like me and you’re gonna miss me when I’m gone. Admit it.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I like you and I’ll miss you.”

      “Cool. So, that means you won’t blow me off at—oh, hang on.” He pulled his cell from his pocket to read an incoming text. “Sorry. My car is supposed to be ready soon and…bam! Yes! It’s about fucking time. Now I just need to get dressed and get my ass over there before they close.”

      “Where’s the garage?”

      “On Atlantic.” He typed a message on his phone.

      “I can take you if you want.”

      Liam glanced up and cocked his head. “Are you sure? There might be traffic. I don’t want to kill your afternoon.”

      “I’m feeling generous, and I don’t have to be at the bar for a few hours.”

      “Thanks. I’ll take you up on that. Do you mind if I change my clothes first? I’ll be quick. Promise.”

      “Sure. I’ll park on the street and⁠—”

      “No, take my spot and come in. It’s that first condo on the left.” He gestured to the empty space in the covered parking area adjacent to the Spanish-style row of town houses.

      I obeyed…and I wasn’t sure why. I really didn’t mind playing chauffeur, but it was more than that. I wasn’t ready to say good-bye. Obviously, the part of me that was crushing hard on him had taken over. But in the grand scheme of things, it was a relatively harmless case of infatuation and the guy actually needed my help.

      So I parked and followed him along the narrow path to his place.
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