
  
    [image: Braeton &amp; Drew]
  


  
    
      Braeton & Drew

      Something About Him

    

    
      
        A.D. Ellis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A.D. Ellis Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those fighting the feeling they are too much of one thing or not enough of another…be YOU. That’s all you can ever expect from yourself.
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      Posh.

      The high-end Indianapolis salon’s name was sleek and sophisticated on the sign. I sighed as I eyed the place from my car’s parking spot across the street. I wasn’t a salon type guy. I definitely wasn’t a posh type guy. But my boss had ‘suggested’ I update my look before I took on the next big clients he wanted to assign to me at the advertising firm.

      When I stared at him blankly, not quite sure what he meant by ‘update’ my look, he just shook his head. “You know, I always thought the guys on your team understood fashion and hair and all that crap. You clearly missed the day they gave lessons on that.”

      Wait. What?

      My boss knew I was gay? How the hell…? I never lied about my sexuality, but I definitely didn’t announce it to coworkers, and it sure as hell was not a topic of conversation I ever had with Mr. Withers.

      Still staring at the man, what had started as confusion morphed into confused panic. But  Mr. Withers saved me.

      “Damn, man, stop gaping. Here take this card. It’s Jodie Danner. She’s the owner of a big name salon in town and one of our advertising clients. I’ll tell her you’ll be contacting her. She can help you with the fashion and hair update, or I’m sure she can put you in touch with someone who can assist you.” He handed me the card and slapped me on the shoulder. “Now, go call the woman, and don’t come back here ready to take on bigger clients until you’re spit-shined and polished.”

      I called Jodie that day after I was sure Mr. Withers had already contacted her. As luck would have it, she was a huge fan of Mr. Withers and couldn’t wait to help the two of us. She did some checking of certain stylists’ schedules and seemed very pleased with herself when she told me Braeton would be available to cut and style my hair.

      Braeton? My barber was named Jim, and he did a fine job. Why did I need a Braeton to cut my hair?

      So, I sat there in my car, staring at the salon called Posh, dreading everything about the moment with every fiber of my being.

      I didn’t do pretentious.

      I didn’t do uppity.

      I was more of a sports bar and barber shop guy. Yes, I liked men, but that didn’t mean I was applying moisturizer and eyeing the newest colors for fall.

      But my job was everything to me. If Mr. Withers wanted me to polish my look before giving me bigger clients and advertising accounts, so be it. I’d deal with a day of awkwardness to keep my boss happy. A happy boss gave better assignments and bigger raises.

      Sighing, I unfolded my six foot three frame from the agency’s car. Glancing down at my dark jeans and black polo, I felt I looked okay. I wasn’t sure exactly what Mr. Withers was expecting to change with my clothing.

      Walking toward the building, I schooled myself to deal with whatever was on the other side of that door. I was good at selling advertising ideas and designs, so I could handle getting posh for a couple hours.

      Yanking the door open more forcefully than I meant to, I was immediately surrounded by cool, fragrant air, techno type dance music playing softly through hidden speakers, and a bustle of activity.

      The place was clearly sophisticated, but it didn’t scream snooty or snobby—just professional, classy, like you knew you’d get what you came there for. The atmosphere wasn’t exactly the nightmare I’d been dreading.

      I noticed there was no list of services with prices like at my comfy little barber shop, which meant I would be paying a pretty penny for this posh-ification. But if it brought me bigger clients, then it was worth it.

      An attractive, tall, lithe man sauntered toward the front working his electric blue button-up and stylish jeans like a fashion model. Eyeing me from head to toe, he smiled flirtatiously. “Hi there. What can I do for you today?”

      Finding myself mesmerized by his beautiful brown eyes for a moment too long, I stumbled over my words a bit, “Oh, um, hi. I’m supposed to have an appointment with Braeton?”

      “Oh, honey, I’m sure you’d love to have an appointment with me, but I can assure you I’d remember putting you on my schedule. And sadly, you aren’t there.” He winked. The man was gay, no question about it. I was usually put off by guys who were so much more out there than me, but Braeton was hot and beyond intriguing. I was drawn to him. The last time a guy had made my stomach flutter was in gym class my junior year, but Braeton definitely brought out the butterflies.

      “Well, I spoke to Jodie and she specifically said that Braeton, I mean you, could take care of me.” I felt like I was begging the man to style me, fix me up, polish me. Leaning forward to eye the computer screen, I added, “Could you just check? Humor me a bit? Name’s Andrew Hines.”

      “Believe me, I’d love to take care of you, but like I said…” Braeton clicked a few times on the keyboard before his mouth opened in disbelief, “how the hell are you on my schedule?”

      “Like I said, Jodie took care of it for me.” I shrugged apologetically.

      “Today just got soooo much better. I was expecting someone much less attractive than you, so I’ll have to thank Jodie.” Braeton winked again.

      Maybe today wouldn’t be so terrible.

      “Thank Jodie for what?” A spunky blonde woman rounded the corner. “Oh! Is this Andrew? Sorry, Brae, I didn’t get a chance to tell you. Your last client of the day called a few days ago and canceled due to her poodle being out of sorts and needing a doggie spa day or something like that, so I filled the spot in with Andrew. He works for Mr. Withers, our advertising agency. I promised Mr. Withers we could get Andrew all polished and updated with hair and fashion. And I just knew you’d be the perfect guy for the job.”

      Jodie winked at Braeton while she patted his cheek before taking my hand and leading me to a chair. “Braeton is beyond talented. He has one of the most sought after waiting lists here at Posh. You’ll be in very capable hands. I’d like to suggest you take him shopping with you. He’s got a real eye for fashion and could help you update your wardrobe for those new clients.” She ran her hands through my hair as she spoke, watching me in the mirror. “Yes, I think Braeton can work with this. You’ve got great hair, just looking to show off. Well, I’ll leave you guys to it then. I’m so very glad we were able to accommodate you today, Mr. Hines.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate you fitting me in. I promise not to tell the waiting list you pulled strings for me.” We laughed as she walked away to check on other clients.

      “Well, you’re my last appointment today. Let’s get your hair all fixed up first, then I’d be happy to help with shopping if that’s what’s next on your agenda.”

      “You don’t have plans?” I hadn’t planned on going shopping right then, the task seemed daunting, but if style-extraordinaire, Braeton, was willing to lend me his eye for fashion, I could make shopping be on my agenda.

      “I’m a gay man, I always have plans of some sort even if that means watching kitten videos on YouTube, but I can change them. No worries. Nothing can stop me when it comes to shopping. And getting to dress you just climbed to the top of my bucket list.” He played with my hair, running his hands through it, cocking his head to the side. “So, your boss wants you updated, huh? How old are you?”

      “Thirty-five, why?”

      “Just trying to gauge things. So, you’re maybe pushing the edge of looking too old to get some of the younger, hipper clients. I’m thinking a new cut, lighten you up a bit to hide the gray, and add some product. You’ll look professional but not stuffy.” He dropped his hands to my shoulders, squeezing a bit. “How’s that sound?”

      “You just called me old and stuffy. Sounds fucking fabulous.” I bit out with a sarcastic laugh.

      “Oh, stop pouting. I’ll make you fabulous, dah-ling.”

      He walked toward a back room. “Come with me while I mix my colors. I get lonely.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, trying to figure out what it was about him that drew me in, I shook my head and followed him.

      I watched, in awe, as he mixed the concoction he promised would deliver the perfect color for my hair.

      “So, Drew…can I call you Drew?”

      “Not if you expect me to answer. It’s Andrew.” I felt like Andrew was more mature, sophisticated, responsible. Drew seemed…not me.

      “Mmmm, feisty, I like it.” He mixed the colors some more, then indicated I should follow him. “No, I think I like Drew better. You can be Andrew to all your stuffy, old fogey friends, but your hip, fashionable, younger friend will call you Drew.”

      “I doubt you’re that much younger than me.”

      “Twenty-eight is definitely younger than thirty-five, Drew.” He tossed a saucy wink my way.

      Acting as if the decision was made whether I liked it or not, Braeton started his magic on my hair. Two hours later, I stared in the mirror and wondered if he’d somehow replaced me with a completely different person. I looked younger, stylish. Hopefully, I looked updated enough for Mr. Withers.

      After paying for the service, which almost made me choke when I heard the price, I glanced at Braeton awkwardly. “So, um, did you really want to help me with some new clothes?”

      “I’m all over that shit like glitter on a drag queen. But let’s grab some food first. I need sustenance if I’m going to complete your total makeover.”

      I laughed as we headed toward my car. “Did you want to meet me somewhere or ride with me?”

      “I walked to work today, so I’ll ride with you if you don’t mind.”

      As we climbed into the car, I had a sudden thought. “This is going to sound weird, but how much is this going to cost me? I mean, I know personal shoppers get paid big bucks.”

      Placing a hand to his chest, he gasped. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just insinuate I would need to be paid for my shopping services. It makes it sound so cheap.” He laughed as I gauged whether he was serious or not. “I’m kidding, Drew, damn loosen up man. Buy me dinner and we’ll call it even. I love shopping like I love breathing, it won’t be a chore for me to help you find some new pieces.”

      And just like that, Braeton entered my life like a rainbow freight train.
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      Drew was one of the most attractive men I’d ever seen. Sure, he needed a little sprucing up to make him seem a bit less stiff and stodgy, but he was gorgeous no matter which way you wanted to look at it.

      And gay. I was sure he was gay. But he definitely wasn’t flying rainbow flags or marching for equality. I didn’t get in-the-closet vibes from him, but I also didn’t get PDA with the boyfriend vibes either.

      However, he’d accepted my suggestion of food and agreed to take me on his shopping excursion. So that was progress.

      The day had started as usual. Slept in a bit, worked out, caffeinated breakfast, then a full schedule at the salon. I was very good at what I did, and I never had trouble keeping my slots filled.

      But my normal day had taken a turn, for the better, when Drew walked in. Jodie, the little matchmaker, had done a good deed for me.

      And now I was seated across from Drew at a little coffee shop splitting a sandwich and sipping our frou-frou drinks. Okay, I was sipping a frou-frou drink, Drew had opted for coffee, black.

      “Does your drink of choice indicate how you’re feeling right now?” I nodded toward his cup.

      “What?”

      “Black, bitter, boring.”

      “It’s just coffee, man, nothing to read into.” He chuckled.

      “Yeah, but I get the feeling you’re not one hundred percent comfortable being here with me. Like, if I were a client, you could be all business-like with me. But I’m your stylist, you’re attracted to me, so you’re feeling all out of sorts. Right?”

      Drew stared at me, before taking a deep breath and blowing it out slowly. “How do you do that?”

      “So, I’m right?”

      “Mostly. Yes.” He sipped more of his boring black coffee while I licked a bit of whipped cream from my lip and watched him carefully. “I’m not the type to date really. And this feels sort of like a date. I mean, I know it’s not, but…it’s just a weird situation. I go to a salon for the first time in my life, feeling guilty about leaving my perfectly suitable barbershop, meet a guy who is clearly successful and sure of himself, find myself splitting a sandwich with him, and going shopping with him. I don’t know you. At all. So this is weird for me.”

      “So you’ve said.” I smirked at him.

      “Do you do this type of thing often?”

      “What? Eat sandwiches and drink coffee?” I leaned in, whispering like it was a conspiracy, “Yes, all the time.”

      He huffed out a laugh. “You know what I mean. Go on shopping excursions with men you’ve known for less than four hours.”

      I paused. “Actually, no, I’ve never done something like this. My salon clients are usually just that, clients. We don’t hang out together as friends. What can I say, there’s just something about you I guess.”

      “Yeah, the fact that I’m playing mannequin to your inner fashion designer.” Drew laughed and shook his head.

      “I’ll be gentle, I promise.” I was a known flirt, dating a lot of guys, always looking for the one to settle down with. It’s what I wanted. I’d grown up in a small farming community in southern Indiana. My parents basically refused to speak to me until I “got a real job” and stopped “playing games.” I still had my sister on my side, and she lived close by, but I wanted someone to come home to in the evenings.

      But I warred with myself over Drew. He seemed skittish, like too much Braeton could overwhelm him. Yet, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from laying the charm on thick.

      “I thought that would be my line.” Drew blushed as he quipped back words that had seemingly gone rogue from his brain to his mouth.

      “This day just gets better and better.”

      “Why? Because I just stuffed my foot into my mouth up to my knee?”

      “No, but if you can do that then I think we should head to the courthouse posthaste.”

      Drew held his head in his hands as he realized what he’d said.

      Patting his hand, I tutted, “Poor Drew. You seem a bit in over your head here. I simply meant that a good top is hard to find, so your comment about being gentle made my day.”

      “Okay, okay, before I embarrass myself anymore, let’s get out of here and get some shopping done.” He gathered up the trash and threw it away as I carried my drink to the door.

      Walking to the car, I glanced at him. Dark hair, styled fashionably thanks to me, dark stubble, dark eyes. He was older than me. I usually dated guys around my own age. But Drew was easy to talk to, even though he stumbled a bit over himself, and he was gorgeous.

      Not wanting to get too far ahead of myself, I tried to calm the nervous excitement pounding in my chest. Last time I fell hard for a guy, his love-of-a-lifetime showed up in town, and I bowed out gracefully. What else was I supposed to do? I mean, I’m not one to stand in the way of soulmates and all that jazz. I’m still friends with him. Bryan and his husband, Jase, are good guys. I see them quite a bit since we live near each other.

      But if I allowed myself to fall for Drew, would I be in for the same heartache? Did he have someone in his past he’d give it all up for? Was he looking for something more? Something permanent?

      Hell, a simple haircut and shopping with the guy, and I was imagining our china pattern and first dance. Mentally chastising myself, I climbed into Drew’s car and told him to head toward the mall.

      We had shopping to do. This was not a date with destiny.

      The little nagging bitch in my head whispered, but it could be. I gave her a mental shove and turned my back on her. She was just a shit-stirrer anyway.
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      “Okay, strip.” Braeton stood facing me in the large, mirrored dressing room.

      “In front of you?” I couldn’t help the slight squeak of my voice.

      “Drew, I need to see what I’m working with here. I have to know what’s under that boring black polo and non-descript jeans before I can pick the right clothes for you.” Braeton raised a brow that suggested I should just trust him.

      “It’s Andrew,” I reminded him, but I could see in the roll of his eyes that my complaints about his use of the nickname were going to continue to fall on deaf ears.

      I glanced out the dressing room door to be sure the place was still relatively empty. The whole situation was bringing me flashbacks of my mom taking me school clothes shopping when I was young and all but shouting phrases like you’ll grow into them and we can just roll them up. No young kid wants to be stuck in a dressing room with a mom spouting about their inadequacies.

      “Drew, I’m helping you find clothes, not filming a porn video. Stop worrying so much about everything. I promise not to cup your junk and call you big boy. Unless you ask nicely.” Braeton winked suggestively, and it was enough to calm my nerves a bit.

      “Okay, okay,” I glanced in the mirror, “but I really don’t see what’s wrong with my clothes.”

      He took me by the shoulders and stood behind me, forcing me to look in the mirror and feel his heat pressed against my back.

      “Your clothes aren’t wrong, they just don’t show off you. I’m going to get you into the perfect jeans to showcase that killer ass, and some shirts that don’t fit you like you’re a box. You are gorgeous, but your wardrobe just doesn’t portray you in the best possible light.” The squeeze of his hands on my shoulders had me fighting off a shiver and the need to lean into him.

      “Just don’t make me a trope.”

      Braeton laughed. “Honey, you are far from the stereotypical gay man. I promise, no skinny jeans or scarves for you. But I can’t guarantee I’ll refrain from getting a few for myself.”

      Shaking my head, I realized the shopping excursion was going to go nowhere if I didn’t strip for him. Pulling my shirt over my head, I felt a little zing of pleasure when Braeton bit his lip as he took in my chest. When he nodded at me with heated eyes, indicating I should continue with my pants, I swallowed thickly and attempted to control the soon-to-be very obvious hard-on that was growing by the second. Clearing my throat, I dropped my jeans and kept my hands clasped in front of me in hopes of hiding my arousal.

      Braeton smiled at me with a flush on his cheeks. “No worries, hot stuff, I’ve got the same problem. I’m just lucky mine is hidden somewhat behind my zipper. Now, turn around.”

      Knowing Braeton was as turned on as me wasn’t exactly helpful, but I turned around slowly so he could see my back.

      “Damn, I’ve never seen a guy make plain boxers look so freakin’ sexy.” His eyes met mine in the mirror. “Are you strictly a boxer guy? Or do you wear other types, too?”

      “Mostly boxers. Sometimes a boxer brief.”

      “Bikini? Jock strap?” His voice sounded so hopeful.

      I choked out a laugh. “No, can’t say I’ve ever deviated from my norm.”

      “Fine, we’ll start with outer garments before I attempt to change your undergarments.” Braeton’s eyes scrutinized as his hands traveled quickly and efficiently from my chest to my waist to my legs. Doing what I assumed were mental measurements, he nodded a few times to himself while mumbling about cut and style.

      “All right, get your clothes back on and we’ll go make some selections. I’ll meet you over in the jeans section first.” With that, Braeton left me feeling bereft, taking his warm, soft hands with him.

      Pulling my clothes back on, grateful that Braeton leaving me alone had not only deflated the swelling in my heart but also in my pants, I headed out to find my fashionista.

      “So, we want some pants that are going to look good on your ass, but they need to fit well elsewhere, especially in the crotch. Nothing worse than a nice package being cramped in jeans that don’t fit right.” Braeton nodded knowingly as he flipped through the racks.

      I stood, staring at the different types of jeans. Low-waist, slim-fit, carpenter, loose-fit…the list and descriptions went on and on. I almost whimpered in frustration.

      “Chill, Drew, I got this.” Braeton stood behind me. “Let me guess, this is when you usually buy the same jeans you’ve been wearing for years, one in each wash, and bolt for the door.”

      “Yep. There’s too many to choose from. It’s easier to just go with what I know works.” I felt silly getting overwhelmed by jeans, but it was the truth.

      “No worries, man, I’m going to help you. That’s why you brought me along, remember? Okay, I’ve picked some different fits and sizes. Let’s get down to business.”

      Braeton had done a fairly good job picking out jeans that would look good on me, yet I’d still be comfortable in. He laughed his ass off when I tried the one pair he’d thrown in as a joke.

      “Oh, hell no,” I’d murmured from the dressing room as I tried to yank the tight, stretchy material over my ass.

      “Did you find the pair meant to bring comic relief?” He teased from the other side of the door.

      “Damn things are cutting off circulation already,” I complained. But I finished zipping them up and opened the door.

      Braeton made a motion with his finger indicating I should turn around. “Mmmm, they do delicious things for your ass, but they are definitely not you. You should look good and feel comfortable, and you’re clearly not loving this fit.”

      He continued talking as I worked to remove the jeans. “So, pick one or two styles you like, then we’ll get a couple different washes before we get some dress pants and shirts.”

      Over three hours—four stores—later, we were finally done.

      “Oh my God, I’m exhausted. Who knew that trying on clothes could be so tiring?” We walked toward my car with about ten shopping bags filled with new jeans, pants, casual shirts, dress shirts, and shoes.

      Loading my trunk with the bags, I turned to Braeton. “Man, thanks so much for your help today. There’s no way I would have been able to get through all of that without you.”

      “My pleasure. You didn’t whine nearly as much as I thought you would. It was a lot of fun picking clothes out for you. You’re going to look awesome when you walk into work on Monday. Your boss will be assigning you new clients left and right.”

      “Thanks to you.” I winked at Braeton, feeling comfortable with him, and not wanting the day to end.

      Climbing into the car, I turned to him. “So, I do have some work I need to do tonight to get ready for work, but I’d love to meet up with you sometime this week. If you’re interested.”

      “Definitely.” Braeton’s smile filled the car.

      As we drove through the streets of Indianapolis, Braeton navigating us toward his apartment, I began to look forward to the week ahead. And, this time, not just because of my job, but because of the promise of seeing Braeton.
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      “You look happy.” Jodie smirked at me as I readied my tools for the day’s appointments.

      “I’m gay,” I deadpanned.

      “Ha ha, you know what I mean. You left here the other day with Andrew and now you’re smiling and looking almost giddy.” She cocked her head, waiting on me to spill.

      “We had a good time. Ate a quick dinner, just coffee and deli, but it was nice. Probably should have been awkward, but it wasn’t. The man is positively missing the shopping gene, he almost had a meltdown when faced with jean options. But we got him all decked out and refashioned. I think his boss will be pleased.” I didn’t give more information than necessary.

      “And?” she prompted.

      “And what?” I shrugged as if I wasn’t sure what she meant.

      “Braeton Reed, I haven’t seen you so bouncy since you were seeing Bryan. Give me the details! Did he kiss you? Are you going to see him again?” Her impatience was almost comical.

      “It wasn’t a date. I helped him with his hair and clothing.”

      “So there was no spark? I really thought it seemed like you two had a little flirtation going on when you were here. He’s hot, right? And seemed like a nice guy.” She huffed as she paused. “Please don’t tell me this has something to do with you still being hung up on Bryan. Because, babe, let me tell you, as great as you thought that guy was, he’s head over heels in love with Jase and vice versa. I don’t think you have much chance there.”

      Rolling my eyes, I shook my head. “I’m not still hung up on Bryan. He’s a great guy, but I never would have stood in the way of what he and Jase have. I’m glad I still have them as friends.”

      “So? What was the problem? Andrew Hines seems like a catch. Attractive, nice, easy to talk to, successful…” she trailed off.

      “Fine. You’re too nosey for your own good, you know that? There was definitely an attraction, a spark. The dressing room could have turned into something quite interesting. But he’s skittish. Not exactly closeted, but definitely not as…well, he’s not like me. I can’t see him dancing at a gay club or spending all day shopping or sipping mimosas with me and my friends while we chat.”

      She watched me for a moment. Like she thought I was going to say more or laugh. When I didn’t go on, she got this look on her face.

      “You mean to tell me, after all the shit you’ve been through with your family and some so-called friends and complete strangers telling you to take it down a few notches, to tone it down, to reel it in—after all of that?—you’re going to stand here and turn your nose up at someone because he’s—what?—not gay enough for you?” Furrowed brows framed her incredulous face.

      My heart sank to my knees. “That’s not what I meant. I know how much it sucks to be labeled one way or another. I just don’t know if I’m his type, if he’d be comfortable being out in public with me. And I’m damn sure not going to change who I am for anyone.” I gestured up and down my body in a Vanna White fashion. “This is me. Take it or leave it, but don’t ask me to be someone else. That’s what was great about Bryan, he never flinched at me being me.”

      “Brae, Bryan was so hung up and hurt and stuck in his own head over Jase…I’m not saying he didn’t like you, he did, but he could barely keep up with his own head and heart, let alone think about what he wanted or didn’t want in a guy. You two were good for what you were at that time, and now you’re good as friends.” She laid a hand on my shoulder. “Why don’t you give Andrew a chance to decide if you’re what he wants?”

      “Drew.”

      “What?”

      “I call him Drew.”

      “Does he like that?”

      “No. He hates it.” I quipped with a grin.

      “You’re such a bitch.” She laughed and I couldn’t help but agree. “Maybe you should find out if he wants to grab coffee or something. Have a little outing where you’re not helping him with clothes, see how things go.”

      “Well, I did say we could meet up this week.” I tried to hide my excited smile at the thought of seeing Drew again.

      “There you go. Contact him and set something up before your first client gets here.” she jostled my shoulder lightly.

      A thought struck me, “I don’t have his number. I didn’t even think to get it from him.”

      Jodie pondered for only a few seconds. “Well, you have a few options. One, wait for him to seek you out here, but he may be hesitant to show up at your work and ask for a date. Two, you could go to his work and ask for him, but that would possibly put him in an awkward position.”

      “So far, those two options sort of suck, what else you got?” My sarcasm and sudden fear of never getting the chance to see Drew again tumbled out.

      “You could head down the street and get me a drink.”

      My face scrunched up. “And just how is that going to get me closer to finding a way to contact Drew?”

      “Plying me with caffeine could possibly be enough to convince me to accidentally leave his contact number laying out on my desk. Mr. Withers gave me the number in case Andrew didn’t contact me.”

      “You play dirty.”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      I glanced at the clock, I had a good chunk of time before my first client was scheduled. I gave her a wry look. “What do you want?”

      “Mmm, I think I’m in the mood for a chai latte, non-fat, please and thank you.” She winked and smiled smugly.

      I could only laugh and head out the door.

      Would Drew want to hear from me? Had his offer to get together in the coming week been fake? Had he realized, like me, that we’d been stupid enough to forget to get phone numbers? Or had he decided I was just too much for him, too different, not his type?

      I was still lost in my head with thoughts of Drew when I walked back into the salon. Dropping my own sweet, delicious, coffee concoction off at my station, I headed to Jodie’s office in the back.

      “Your chai latte, your highness,” I bowed as I handed it to her.

      Taking a dainty sip, she sighed. “Ahhh, heaven in a paper cup.”

      Turning toward the door, she paused. “Oh, hey, would you care to straighten my desk up just a bit? Just stack all those loose pieces and notes in a pile and put them in the drawer. Don’t lose them, there are some important numbers on them.” She winked and sipped her drink again,.“Thanks, Brae, you’re a doll.”

      I could only laugh at her antics. Scanning her desk, I saw the note she’d scribbled when Mr. Withers called. Andrew Hines. I glanced at the number written under his name.

      What if he didn’t want me to have his number? Maybe that’s why we didn’t exchange numbers the other night.

      Or, maybe he just wasn’t all that practiced in asking a guy out. After all, he was exhausted from our shopping excursion, perhaps he went home kicking himself that he didn’t get my number.

      I should probably let the ball be in his court. If he truly wanted to see me again, he’d come find me, right? I mean, he knew where I worked.

      But I knew it took a lot for him to walk into the salon when his boss had practically mandated it. Would he have the courage to come back just to ask me out?

      I put the number in my phone before I could change my mind.

      Just because I had his number didn’t mean I had to use it.

      I’d give it some time.

      See if he made a move.

      The number would be for emergency purposes only.
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      I made it until my lunch break.

      I marched to the farmers market a couple blocks down to grab the absolute most fabulous homemade bread, fresh churned butter, and peach jam before heading back to Posh to plop myself down on Jodie’s couch.

      Stuffing my face with soft, fragrant bread slathered with butter and jam, I rambled away while Jodie watched me in stunned silence.

      “What if he gets mad I have his number? What if he asked about seeing me again just to be nice, but was planning on casually forgetting to ask for my number, therefore letting me down easy?”

      “Slow down before you overload on carbs and spend all of tomorrow complaining about how fat you feel.”

      I gave her the bird in the nicest way possible before taking another huge bite of bread.

      “You don’t even have to call. You can text and just ask if Mr. Withers liked his new look. Let him take it from there.”

      I chewed both the last bite of bread and her words slowly.

      “You’re right. That’s good. I can just check up on him, like a professional courtesy, then leave it at that. If he wants to get together, he’ll ask. If not, I’ll let it go.”

      Jodie rolled her eyes at my last words, but she was smart enough to keep her smart-ass mouth closed.

      

      Me: Hi, Drew. It’s Braeton, from Posh. Hope you don’t mind, I saw your number on Jodie’s desk and wanted to check in on you. Did Mr. Withers like your new look? I hope you get some great new clients. Wishing you much success.

      

      Hitting the send button, I took a deep breath to calm the butterflies in my stomach. Okay, ball was in his court. Don’t get your hopes up, don’t hang on every moment waiting to see if he replies, just be cool and let it go.

      Yeah, because I’ve always been one for playing it cool.

      In my euphoric newly gay and proud state of bliss, I declared my love for Lonzo Daniels during our sophomore year of high school by painting the local water tower with the words ‘Braeton N Lonzo 4eva’ in rainbow colors. My dad went ballistic and Lonzo never spoke to me again.

      Junior year, I begged my mom to let me help her can some extra corn and pickles because my crush of the moment had stated he liked them at a recent town picnic. I took him a huge basket of canned goods. He accepted it awkwardly, handing it to his visiting girlfriend with a confused shrug. I never did get the basket back.

      Rude.

      I laid low my senior year, wallowing in the pain of unrequited love. Not to mention the shame and embarrassment my parents touted each and every day starting on the day I came out to them. Add in the public ridicule shown to me as one of the only out students in a very small town, and I realized I’d be better off to keep a low profile until I could graduate.

      The day after graduation, I packed up my little junk car and pointed it toward Indianapolis. I’d enjoyed growing up in a small town, but I’d gotten too big for it. Not that I was better than anyone else, but my thoughts, my dreams, my personality just didn’t fit into the neat and perfect limits placed on me.

      My parents expected me to take the job they’d landed for me at the factory they’d worked at my entire life.

      “Son, it’s good, honest money. It’s a real job, for a real man. Get some money saved, stop playing these games or whatever this phase is you’re going through, and settle down with a nice girl. We ain’t snooty, pretentious types, never have been, never will be. When you accept that you’re not better than anyone else around here and stop with these outlandish gestures and wild dreams, you’ll see you’ve got a good life here.” My dad had never been able to accept the fact that I was so different from him. He didn’t hate me or disown me, but he couldn’t say the words my son is gay and probably never would.
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