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Chapter One

 

Thom dragged the back of his hand across his forehead, whipping the collected sweat onto the sidewalk. Minneapolis was not supposed to be this hot. But in July anything was possible. Which was why the dark-haired Italian was camped outside Sebastian Joe’s Café on Franklin Avenue, eating the best ice cream in the city.

He was not built for that kind of heat, though he was built to show off during it. The crisp line of Thom’s red-and-gray tank top accentuated broad shoulders filled with the tightly defined muscles of a swimmer. His tongue licked a swath of Oreo ice cream from his waffle cone.

Thom leaned back in the green plastic chair, relishing the relief from the beating temperature. He knew he should get to work, but the heat was unearthly. He needed a break from the slog of grading summer school’s equivalent of English 101 midterms. The papers could wait.

His tongue froze in mid-reach when a figure turned the corner, framed perfectly by Thom’s aviators. He was easily as tall as Thom’s six feet, with a buzz cut of vibrant orange hair. His thick shoulders were enough to draw attention, but what captured Thom was the kilt. Red and blue crosshatches; the kilt swung just above the guy’s white knees. Below the left knee draped a sleeve of swirling black ink.

The man almost ran into Thom’s table but stopped himself in time by putting a hand on the green plastic. “Sorry about that,” he said, clearly not American with a simple melody to his voice.

“No problem,” said Thom.

The guy smiled, flashing beautiful teeth surrounded by pink lips and a square, clean-shaven jaw. His shades were as dark as Thom’s, but Thom had no doubt they hid eyes just as beautiful as the rest of him.

“Anything you’d recommend?”

Thom blinked, smiling to cover the fact that he was staring at the white button- up not buttoned anywhere north of the redhead’s nipples. “Sorry?”

The man pointed to Thom’s ice cream cone. “Do you have a favorite flavor?”

“This your first time?” Thom asked, relieved and somewhat surprised his voice was satisfyingly deep and casual.

“No,” said the guy. “I just know they do seasonal flavors.”

“I’m kind of a traditionalist with ice cream.” Thom gestured with his cone. “I like Oreo.”

The guy lifted his eyebrows but kept his smile. Thom couldn’t stop staring at those pink lips. “To each their own,” said the redhead. He nodded and walked past the remaining tables and into the café, leaving Thom with an open mouth and nothing to say.

“Jesus,” Thom muttered. He forced himself not to look over his shoulder and check out the guy’s ass. He had some dignity. Some, Thom thought, wondering if he should have checked dignity at the door to at least get the guy’s name.

Thom shook his head and turned his attention back to his ice cream and surviving the heat. He toyed with chunks of Oreo and tried to forget the sudden fantasy, which was difficult when your mind was fried. He wondered if such a good smile on a stacked, kilted man meant freak, gentleman, or somewhere in between.

A voice above him interrupted his obsession. “Raspberry chocolate chip.”

Thom looked up to find the redhead standing over his shoulder. “Sorry,” he said, sitting up straight. “What was that?”

The man tilted his waffle cone down for inspection. “My choice. I hope you don’t disapprove, being a traditionalist.”

Thom licked his cone to give himself a cover of nonchalance. He shrugged as he swallowed, smiling back. “Like you said, ‘to each their own.’”

Silence settled for a beat while the redhead looked down at Thom. “You mind if I sit down?”

“Not at all,” Thom said with a feint of ease. He sat even straighter and crossed his legs, doing his best not to look up the guy’s kilt as he sat down.

The redhead sat down with a fluid grace, sweeping the kilt under his ass and keeping his knees demurely together. The knees dropped apart when he scooted back in the chair, dropping the kilt between his legs. He licked his cone with a tongue even pinker than his lips, though his thick, flexing forearm distracted Thom. The left arm was covered from wrist to elbow in a splash of water, colored wings on fire, and streams of blue.

“I’m Gerry, by the way.”

Thom wrenched his eyes away to look at Gerry’s expectant expression. “Thom.”

“Short for Thomas?”

“Nope, just Thom.”

“Damn, I always had a thing for Thomases.”

Shit, Thom thought.

Gerry looked him up and down, a question sparking in his eyes. “Strange name for an Italian boy.”
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