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Author’s Note

The story starts not long after CalPac College let out for the summer, overlapping slightly with the end of Rocking the Boat.


Chapter One

“Are you sure you can’t get a general contractor’s license?” Drew wiped the sweat out of his eyes.

“Did you just whine?” Nick grunted as he muscled a cherrywood cabinet into place. “Besides, what about the one you already work with?”

“Shut up. Bob’s great, but I’m getting tired of hiring an outside contractor so this work passes inspection, and anyway, you’d be cheaper.” Drew set a level on the cabinet Nick had just installed and squinted at it as the bubbles moved sluggishly in the yellow fluid. “It’s not…quite…plumb.”

“How come you don’t have a contractor’s license?” Nick squatted down to tap a shim into place under the cabinet. Sweat soaked his shirt, as portable fans cooled the kitchen in theory only, but with the HVAC unit out, fans were all they could get in the summer heat.

Drew looked up from the level, struck once again by just how attractive his best friend was. Coaching the men’s crew at California Pacific College certainly encouraged Nick to keep himself fit—that, and his smokin’ hot boyfriend, Morgan. Some coaches let themselves go, but not Nick. Not for the first time, Drew found himself wishing they could’ve worked out, but they’d given that a whirl as undergraduates and both agreed they made better friends than lovers.

And what friends they were, pulling each other through hard times and celebrating the good. Drew had helped Nick win and keep Morgan. Nick worked like a dog all summer for Drew’s home renovation business. He was one of the few people Drew trusted besides himself to supervise each project from start to finish, the only other person whose eye for detail and quality touches matched his own. Nick treated the jobs done by St. Charles Renovations like it was his own name on the line, not Drew’s.

“Because getting my real estate license took all my time and money when I was younger, and now selling houses takes all my time.” Drew sighed. “The flipping was just a sideline, and now reno work for other people? It’s killing me, I tell you.”

“A sideline.” Nick snorted. “The best home flip in the area. Isn’t that what Sacramento Magazine named you this year? Spend the time on this it deserves, and the St. Charles property empire could grow by leaps and bounds.”

“It still will. I like a challenge.” Drew grinned wolfishly. “Besides, sleep is for sissies.”

“You would know from sissies.” Nick watched Drew carefully to gauge the reaction, faintly disappointed when Drew barely even rolled his eyes. “Is it level?”

“Yes.” Drew straightened.

“Good, now you can use those over-gymmed muscles for something besides filling a polo shirt and help me hang the next cabinet. That’ll be the last of the uppers on this side of the kitchen. The guys can help me hang the rest later.”

“I can’t get too sweaty. I have to show houses this afternoon,” Drew said.

“Don’t worry, princess, you’ll still be the prettiest girl in the room.” Nick laughed. “I just need someone to steady it and hold it while I get it bolted to the cleats. The pilot holes have already been drilled.”

“Seriously, Nick, how am I going to replace you?” Drew asked. “You’ll go back to coaching and your grad work all too soon, and I’ll lose my best crew leader.”

“I’m your only crew leader,” Nick pointed out.

Drew made a face. “Don’t remind me.”

“You and Renochuck have me for another two months, so make the most of it,” Nick said, “because after that I go back to just being your friend.”

“Renochuck?”

“That’s what Octavio and the guys call it.”

“Some of them barely speak English, and they still came up with Renochuck.” Drew shook his head. He wiped a speck of dirt off the rich red wood.

Nick eyed Drew askance as he bent over. “Bend from the hips, not your lower back.”

“Yes, Coach,” Drew sighed.

“Did you enjoy throwing your back out last fall?”

Drew smirked. “Oh hell yes, I had a fabulous time. It was the event of the season.”

Nick didn’t reply. He just glared at Drew, warm brown eyes to merry blue ones. “Did you enjoy the aftermath? No? Then do it my way. I do know something about bodies in motion, thank you very much.”

“Yeah, that’s what Morgan tells me.”

“Hands on.” Nick loftily ignored his friend. He squatted down and put one hand under the cabinet and used the other on top to steady it. “In three. One, two, and up!”

“Now I know,” Drew grunted out, “where that coxswain of yours gets his abrasive tone from.”

“No, that’s totally Stuart’s,” Nick said. “Besides, we’re crew. We’re not real bright, but we can lift heavy objects. Now, put those muscles to some use, Muscle Mary, and hold this steady while I drill it.”

“I’m sure you’re very good at drilling, seeing how much practice you’ve been getting.” The muscles of Drew’s arms and back strained to hold the cabinet in place as Nick hurried to secure it to the wall. Then he noticed something. “Why is the taller of the two of us the one who’s not holding this up?”

Nick grinned at him. “Because I’m the drilling expert, remember? There,” he said as he put the last bolt in. “That’ll hold it while I finish up. You can let go.”

Drew lowered his arms. “Seriously, how’s it going with you and Morgan?”

He pretended to listen as Nick rattled off a list of his boyfriend’s virtues, but Nick’s syrupy smile answered the question well enough. “I’m sorry, what’d you just say?”

“I asked if you were going to be around this weekend,” Nick said. “I’m meeting his parents for the first time, and I’m scared shitless. I’m hoping you’ll be around so I can send panicked text messages from the bathroom.”

“Meeting the parents? It must be serious.” Drew smiled.

“You know it. He’s it, the only one I’ll ever want.”

“Some of us might like the chance to find that for ourselves, you know.” Drew pretended to be very interested in a small pile of loose screws.

“Aww, jeez, not Brad Sundstrom again. I keep telling you he’s straight.”

“Just his phone—”

Nick put the drill down. “Look, Drew. You know I can’t give out his information without his permission. It’s a confidentiality issue, among other things. I was his coach, technically a college official. I can’t just hand out phone numbers like that.”

Drew knew all about Nick’s scruples, having listened to him endlessly gnaw his guts out about his interest in Morgan. He supposed he ought to be grateful to Morgan for taking matters into his own hands, if not because Morgan made Nick happy, then because it shut Nick up. “Then will you at least give him my number if he asks for it?”

“Drew—”

“C’mon, Nick. It’s a fair question. Don’t I at least deserve the chance to get shot down?”

“I just don’t want to see you hurt,” Nick said quietly.

“I’m a big boy, babydoll. I can take care of myself.”

“I know, and yeah, if he asks, I’ll pass your number on.”

Drew looked at his watch. “Shit, it can’t be that late, can it?”

“It can be, yes. Late for the showings?” Nick asked.

“Just about. Everything looks great so far, but keep in touch, and let me know if you hear from the counter fabricators, will you?” Drew said, already heading for his car.

“Of course.” Nick picked up his drill.

Drew tried to mop the sweat off his brow as he rushed for his car but only succeeded in pushing it up into his brown locks. He had just enough time to run home and shower before he showed the first of the homes to his clients. Yeah, rummaging around in the dirt and sawdust probably wasn’t the best idea, but he couldn’t give up fixing up homes, he just couldn’t. What he hadn’t told Nick was that some days, he felt like he’d made a huge mistake in getting a real estate license instead of going directly into repair and improvement. Working his way through the building trades might’ve seemed strange after getting his bachelor’s degree in business, but it would’ve been handy when he got a contractor’s license. While he’d never wanted to be a designer, there was something almost magical about watching a dump of a home rise from the depths to become a showplace, limited only by budget and imagination. The cabinets with their reeded glass inserts, the soapstone counters that were supposed to have arrived last week, the reclaimed Indonesian teak floors covered with marine varnish to repel water, the lighting, all of the pieces fitted together like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle only he could solve—that was why he couldn’t keep out of it.

But how—oh how—was he going to replace Nick?

 

Brad Sundstrom looked at the clock. My, how time flies. Those five minutes just raced by.

He sat at his desk in the sales office of a subdivision no one wanted to live in. Shitty little houses on tiny lots out in the middle of nowhere. As far as Brad could tell, Randall Sundstrom didn’t own the land between here and civilization, so this place wouldn’t serve as an anchor to further development. When he’d asked about this, his dad had just snapped, “You create the demand, son. You should know that. Build the houses and the rest will come.”

Come? They weren’t even breathing hard.

Brad glanced around the office, anything to relieve the tedium. There weren’t even games on the computer. He’d checked. There were two other empty desks for non-existent salespeople and a display of the entire subdivision with little plastic Monopoly houses on the few lots that had sold and the few more that had been built on but languished, unsold and unloved. The people who lived there were sure going to be pissed when this place went belly-up, which Brad figured would be sometime early the middle of next year, at the rate this place wasn’t selling. His dad would probably find a way to blame him for it too.

The view out of the picture windows depressed him. Inexpensive landscaping had been slapped down to gussy up the parking area in front of the sales office, but beyond that was nothing but the seared brown fields of the Sacramento Valley in the middle of summer. Heat mirages shimmered in the air over the blacktop, making Brad’s battered Lexus waver and flicker in the midday heat, magnifying the scratches and dents the two Sundstrom boys had put in their mother’s old car since her death.

He flicked a bit of onion, fallen from the sandwich he’d picked up on the way in, off his desk. He’d learned the second day he’d worked out here in this godforsaken pit not to eat the burritos from the local stop-and-rob attached to the one gas station on the feeder road to the subdivision.

Brad put his long legs up on his desk. He couldn’t believe this was what his life had become. He’d graduated from CalPac over a month ago, and the contrast was just killing him. He’d only dimly realized it at the time, but those five years at CalPac College had been the best years of his life. More or less out from under his father’s thumb, he’d been one of the big men on campus, literally and figuratively. Sure, there’d been classes to contend with, and Coach Bedford could be a real asshole when he wanted to be, but that had been part of the fun too.

He smiled for the first time in days. Crew really had been fun, maybe even what made the rest of school worth it. Despite the blood, sweat, and occasional tears, he’d never felt more alive. Even his rivalry with Morgan Estrada, which had led him to do the one thing he regretted in life, had been part of the experience. He’d lost. Morgan was stronger, maybe even the better oarsman, but even losing to Morgan had been as important to his experience as anything else. It meant something; he was sure. He just couldn’t figure out what. He and Morgan and the others had shared the big win at the Pacific Coast Rowing Championships, so even though his unofficial rivalry had come to nothing, his rowing experience had still meant something.

That race. Brad dwelt on it quite a bit on those long afternoons when it was too hot even for hungry real estate agents to drag wary clients out to this “entry-level” subdivision. Sure, the race itself had been one for the CalPac record books, but it was the aftermath that he returned to again and again. Coach Bedford had stepped down after dropping an atomic bomb on the crew: he’d been dating one of them! Brad hadn’t been surprised—after all, there’d been that day in the boathouse—but he acted like it. Morgan had gone off after their coach, and on a whim, Brad followed.

What he saw had stopped him in his tracks, and every time he thought about it, it still had the power to freeze him in place. Morgan Estrada and Nick Bedford locked in an embrace, kissing like they were the only two people in the world. The sight of it had puzzled his brain at the time, but the more Brad thought about it, the more he understood it. That kiss had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with love, a love he’d never experienced. He’d thought he had, but that day after the race, watching those two men, Brad knew he’d only been fooling himself with all those chicks he’d banged in high school and beyond. Nothing with his last girlfriend, the one who’d talk about marriage, had ever felt like that kiss between Morgan and Nick looked, like for that moment, they were all that mattered. Each was the air the other breathed, the sunlight that warmed them, and the ground beneath their feet.

Brad, a little wistfully, wondered what that might’ve been like. Then, like the caboose on a runaway freight train, came the thoughts of Drew, Coach Bedford’s fairy friend. Brad was uncomfortably aware that once upon a time he might’ve called a man like Drew St. Charles a homo, not that he’d have meant anything by it. It was just a word.

But that was…before. Before the kiss. When he thought about it, and lately it seemed like it was all he thought about, maybe his attitude toward gays had started to change before the kiss. He’d never been homophobic; gays just weren’t on his radar. But at some point, Brad noticed Drew. He tended to show up at the local regattas, and Brad figured it had been because he was Coach Bedford’s friend. Had he and Coach…?

Brad shook the image out of his head. It was nowhere he wanted to go. Drew. Brad had noticed him everywhere that spring, and now he seemed to be a permanent resident of Brad’s imagination. He couldn’t figure it out. He only knew he kind of enjoyed the fluttery feeling in his stomach that came with the thoughts.

Brad spun in his chair and flicked his computer back awake. Damn thing was as bored as he was. He opened up the web browser and his mail account, his private e-mail, not the company account. He wasn’t that stupid.

He started typing a note to Morgan. He wrote to him more and more lately, sometimes just to say howdy, sometimes to talk about crew, sometimes…sometimes to beat around the bush for a while before asking Morgan to ask his boyfriend for Drew’s e-mail. Brad had already looked Drew up on Facebook. Drew seemed to have two accounts, a personal one and a professional one. The personal one was locked down tight, and Brad didn’t have the balls to friend him out of the blue. Instead, he chewed his guts out and perused the professional one for glimpses of Drew. They were there, obviously. Drew showing houses. Drew renovating, including one tantalizing pic of Drew in a tight, sweaty shirt.

Morgan had yet to come through, but he was weakening, Brad was sure of it. Brad could be a pretty charming guy when he wanted to be, and right now, he really wanted Drew’s e-mail.

Brad wasn’t much of a letter-writer, and the e-mail, including beating around the bush, was soon sent, and reality once again intruded. He was still stuck where he didn’t want to be, living at home, earning money at a job he hated, and a boss… He wasn’t fond of his boss, either. He missed his old life, and if he’d known what the new one held, he might’ve gone for that sixth year. He went back to staring out of the window.

It felt like hours later, but someone drove up the feeder road. Brad watched with unseeing eyes. Then he jumped as the dust cloud registered. That meant traffic. That meant something to do. That meant human contact.

The dust cloud resolved into a pickup truck. Okay, that didn’t necessarily mean one of the construction crews. But then he caught sight of the sunburst logo of Sundstrom Homes, and his dad, Randall Sundstrom himself, got out of the truck.

Brad sat up, pulling his feet off his desk. He rubbed one hand across his cropped hair nervously. He watched his dad approach, practically strutting. His father was shorter than he was, but broader, if that were possible, and built like a fireplug where Brad was just big and heading for beefy. Despite the weathered appearance a career spent outdoors had given him, Randall’s hair was still as blond as it had always been. Sometimes Brad wished he’d inherited his dad’s genes for hair, rather than the baldness from his mom’s father, but mostly he’d made peace with his thinning hair.

Randall walked in the door, a battered leathern portfolio tucked under one arm. “Bradley.” He crossed the room and went directly to the file cabinets where Brad had been told to store the files of pending and completed sales, as well as the design records on each inhabited house. “There’s nothing new here, Bradley.”

“Randall, this place blows,” Brad complained without stopping to think first. “You told me when I agreed to come work for you that I’d be in the custom end of things.”

Randall looked up from the file he was reading. “First of all, there was no ‘agreed to come work for me.’ I hired you because with your qualifications, I’d be paying for your upkeep regardless, and this way I’m getting some work in return. Or I would be if you’d actually sell some homes.”

“How am I supposed to do that when no one ever comes out here?” Brad grumbled.

“You’re here to prove yourself.” Randall shrugged as if it weren’t really his problem.

“How can I, when this place is dead?” Even Brad could tell the conversation had already curved back around on itself.

“Bring it back. That’s one of the reasons you’re out here. Since you’re so smart, it shouldn’t be any problem for you,” Randall said.

And there it was. Sooner or later their every argument came down to that. Randall thought Brad was stupid, and never missed a chance to remind his younger son of that fact. Every time they had this conversation, Brad felt like a naughty six-year-old caught with his hand in the cookie jar or breaking a window. Or breaking a window with the cookie jar.

Brad knew he wasn’t the smartest guy around, but he also knew he wasn’t dumb, either. He’d done all right in school, graduating with a respectable GPA, even if he’d been a physical education major. But Randall had decided that of his two sons, Brad was the dumb one, and no amount of evidence to the contrary would be entertained.

Brad took a deep breath and tried again. “You specifically told me that I would be working in the custom division, not here. This isn’t even the active part of the tract-home division. This place is going to fail, and you know it.”

“Prove yourself, then talk to me about a transfer.”

“How can I do that when this place is dying?”

Another parental shrug. “That’s why I’ve put you here. New blood, fresh ideas.”

“Well, gee, Dad, I’ll just rewrite the marketing plan since this one’s not working so well. Oh wait, I never studied marketing!” Brad tried to sound like Drew, the wittiest person he knew. He slapped his forehead. “That’s right, you pay some company for that. You’re sure getting your money’s worth. You never even asked me. You just plunked me down out here after telling me—guaranteeing me—that I’d start in the custom division. If I’d known I was going to be stuck out here in Outermost Bumfuck, I’d have taken another job.”

“What other jobs?” Randall asked pointedly. “Did you even apply for anything else, or did you just assume I’d carry your ass like I always do?”

Brad looked down. “I didn’t apply for anything else because you promised me a job.”

“You’ve got no experience,” Randall said with exaggerated patience, “and—”

“You mean besides every summer since I started high school? I’ve done everything on the homes you build but pick out carpet in the design center. I’ve even led crews,” Brad pointed out.

“No experience that counts,” Randall snapped, “and you’re lucky to have this one. Grow up.”

“I am grown up.”

“You can’t be a teenager forever, but that’s what you act like. Man up. It’s time.” Randall shook his head. He opened the leather folder and pulled out a business card. “Here’s the number for that worthless advertising agency. Call our sales rep and see what you can come up with to turn this place around.”

“Oh yes, sir,” Brad muttered as Randall stomped back to his truck. He glared at the clock. Fifteen whole minutes later than the last time he’d looked. At this time just a few months before, he’d have been carrying oars down the dock to get ready for practice. The realization made the office around him look smaller and tackier than it already was.

He picked the business card off the desk and stared at it for long moments. How the hell was he supposed to come up with a marketing plan, advertising agency or not? He almost wished he’d studied something useful in college, but CalPac didn’t offer building management, and the communications major was aimed at broadcast journalism rather than PR. But somehow, he was supposed to convince real estate agents to bring their clients out to this godforsaken wasteland.

Wait a minute. Brad sat up a little straighter in his chair. Drew was a real estate agent. He grinned, the first time since he’d started working there, as an idea sprouted.


Chapter Two

“Good, you’re here,” Nick said when Drew walked in to check the progress of the Abernathy renovation early one morning. “The flooring finally arrived, and we’re behind here, but you also want me to oversee the start of the demolition at the McKinley Park property and then place that order at the hardware store before I deal with the other five things you’ve got on the list for today. Despite my reputation for awesome studliness, I can only do one thing at a time, and there are only twenty-four hours in a day. Pick one.”

“God, you’re up early. Don’t you ever sleep?” Drew said, squinting at Nick over his bladder-buster-sized coffee.

“It’s six and I’m a rower. I’ve been awake since four thirty. Besides, you’re the one who said sleep is for sissies.” Nick grinned at Drew’s obvious pain.

“And you said I’m a sissy, so it’s your fault,” Drew muttered.

Nick laughed. “Seriously, I can’t be everywhere at once.”

“Yeah, I know,” Drew said, thinking. “Call the flooring contractor and beg. All that reclaimed teak doesn’t do a lick of good if it sits in the garage. I just hope we haven’t lost the window of opportunity and have to go with someone else. She’s one of the best in town.”

“Will do.” Nick nodded. “Then?”

“The demolition, then the order, and then the list, which is exactly what you just told me. Why did you even need to bother me with this?” Drew asked.

“Because you’re the boss, and I’m not a contractor. Seriously? Wood floors in a kitchen? I don’t care how much marine varnish we put on this, water’ll get under it.”

“I know, but we’re not the decorator. This is kind of an unusual case. When Emily Schoenwald called begging, I couldn’t tell her no. Her regular contractor flaked and is now her ex-contractor. But that left her without someone to oversee the reno, and this is a chance for me to build my renovations portfolio. We’re kind of in the middle between the decorator and Bob Miller, the tame contractor I keep on a string who checks off all my work before it’s inspected.”

Nick shrugged. “It’s not my kitchen, but I’ve seen what water does to the docks at the boathouse. They’ll be yanking this out within five years, tops.”

“Speaking of crew and tops,” Drew said, drawing a sharp glance from Nick. “Can I please, please, please have Brad’s number?”

“I told you—” Nick began.

“Yes, you did,” Drew said, “and your integrity is one of the reasons I love you, but damn, man. Help me out.”

Nick leaned against the counter, regarding Drew. “What is it about him that gets to you?”

“He’s just… I don’t know. Something about him grabs hold of me and won’t let go.” Drew didn’t feel like getting into it right then with Nick. It made him feel defensive. He knew Nick didn’t mean it that way, but still.

“He’s been e-mailing Morgan a disturbing amount this summer. I’ll remind Morgan that he can give Brad your info if Brad asks for it, but honestly, that’s the best we can do,” Nick said.

“I know.” Drew sighed, wishing it was more.

Nick looked at his watch. “I’ve got my marching orders for today, but I’ve also got a time slot in the human performance lab at school. As much as I use all those erg tests in my research, I need more data points than I can wring out of my crews. I’ll call the flooring contractor on my way to school and get on the rest when I’m done.”

“Thanks, buddy, I appreciate it. I’ll check on the work crew myself. Keep me posted on the flooring situation,” Drew said as Nick headed out to his car.

As long as he was there, Drew decided he’d better inspect the rest of the job very thoroughly. Hopefully, the snafu with the flooring wouldn’t push the job too far past the due date, but in case it did, he needed to be able to justify it to the designer and the homeowners. He grabbed the file and a pen and started prowling. He needed a contractor of his own, or better yet, he needed to be a contractor, but how was that going to happen? He couldn’t just quit real estate to work for his contractor’s license, even assuming his home reno experience would give him enough background in the necessary trades. He had bills to pay, and that meant selling houses.

He was stuck in a holding pattern. Real estate was slower than it had been and home reno was booming, but he couldn’t afford to jump into reno full-time because he financed his reno business through selling homes. Until he figured out a way out of this puzzle, he couldn’t really grow either aspect of his business.

As he went over each room from ceiling to floor, looking for flaws in the install or even just too much dust from the plaster, Drew’s mind moved to his usual favorite subject these days.

Brad.

Drew couldn’t shake the guy from his mind and when it came down to it, didn’t want to. The attraction mystified him, but it was there, and it was real. Brad wasn’t gay. He wasn’t beautiful in the usual sense. He wasn’t scathingly intelligent, although Drew had no data for that beyond Nick’s comments.

Like he’d told Nick, there was just something about him, something Drew found compelling beyond his “big lug” looks. Sure, the beefy build and shaved head hit all the right notes for him, but there was more. That shy smile Brad gave him when Drew helped after regattas. After the last one, the big win at the PCRCs, Drew was pretty sure Brad had been looking for him and didn’t relax until he spotted him. That shy smile went right to Drew’s heart…and groin.

But was Brad gay? Sure, there was that smile. But what else, besides the vague feeling that where there was smoke, there’d be fire? Drew liked to think his gaydar was highly developed, but where Brad was concerned, he wasn’t sure. Brad pinged on his screen, but Drew knew very well that wishful thinking overrode gaydar every time, and where Brad was concerned, Drew wished pretty hard.

But then Drew remembered the last time he’d spotted a closeted jock about whom he just hadn’t been 100 percent sure. He’d studied the guy and then made his move, luring the guy out of the closet and into his life, and now Morgan Estrada reaped the rewards for Drew’s perseverance all those years before.

Nick had been a challenge, but Drew had always thrived on those, even as a child, defiantly and, at times, flamboyantly himself in the face of his family’s horror at the bird of paradise amidst the sparrows. Once they’d come around, he’d used their love as a shield behind which he’d stared down high-school bullies and tackled other perils of adolescence and adulthood.

Now Drew had found a new challenge. Sure, Brad was a little rough around the edges, but that was part of his charm and attraction. Drew’d dated plenty of suave and polished men, and none of those relationships had lasted. No, Drew had the desire and the drive to coax Brad out of the closet, and as soon as he had the means to do so, like a phone number and address…

Address. Shit. He looked at his watch. He also had a meeting with his broker and then an appointment to show clients a handful of houses. It was going to be a long day.

 

Morgan came through! Good ol’ Morgan, Brad thought. He was a stand-up guy, and when Brad had checked his private e-mail upon getting to work that morning, a message from Morgan had greeted him. With bated breath—and really, when had Brad ever done anything with bated breath?—he’d opened the e-mail, and pay dirt! There it was, contact information for one Mr. Drew St. Charles. E-mail, cell phone, even the landline. How cool was that?

Suddenly Brad was as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, as his grandmother used to say. Pits and palms started to sweat, and his chest was tight. What if Drew didn’t remember him? What if he’d just been acting nice at those regattas? Just humoring one of his friend’s jocks and not interested at all? He’d probably laugh at Brad as soon as he hung up the phone, maybe call some of his gay friends to howl with laughter at the bumbling straight guy.

Why was a straight guy like him calling someone so…so…out there as Drew, anyway? Why was he spending so much time thinking about Drew? That couldn’t be good. He needed to find something else to do, something to distract him from this unhealthy obsession. What else could it be but an obsession? Why else would he be so hung up on some other dude?

Yeah, something to take my mind off Drew. That’s what I need. He bounced up from his chair like he had a spring in his ass and paced restlessly around the sales office. He spotted the folders containing the floor plans and design options. One was turned the wrong way!

He pounced, disassembling the stack entirely before carefully restacking them, one atop the next, Sundstrom Homes’ sunburst logo proudly displayed. He’d seen that logo as long as he could remember, but it was still kind of a trip to see his name in print like that, all official and everything.

Just like it had been a trip the first time Drew had tried to carry the oars up after the disaster of a race. What had the guy been thinking, trying to pick up all those oars? Sure, Brad could carry all eight at once if someone stacked them in his arms, but Drew? That had been funny. Drew’d looked at him with such gratitude, such a warm smile that went right to Brad’s groin, never mind how tired he’d been. Drew’d smiled at him and Brad had lit right up, even throwing a little wood. For a guy.

That was so wrong.

Damn, he was turning into a girl, Brad thought. Was this what chicks did if they called a guy? Had any of his girlfriends gone through this? If so, he promised to track down and apologize to each and every one of them.

Had he always been like this and never noticed? Pick up the damn phone, he told himself. Call him. Yeah, sure, call him and sound like a doofus. What if he said the wrong thing? What if he couldn’t say anything at all? That’d be just like him.

He picked up one of the yellow pads of paper on his desk. He’d better write down everything he planned to say, from hello on down to goodbye.

“Hi, Drew,” Brad mumbled as he wrote the words down. Then what? That was always the problem with “Hi.” You had to follow it up with something.

He glanced around the office. Drumming on his desk with the pencil. Exhaling noisily. Hoping for inspiration.

He looked down at the pad. At last he figured out why he was going to call Drew. Drew was a real estate agent, and Brad needed some input from a pro, from one of the people Sundstrom Homes hoped would be bringing their clients in but weren’t. That was the easy part.

That done, he still had an entire conversation to script. He needed an outline. He had an entire notepad. Hell, when it came down to it, he had a stack of notepads he wasn’t using for anything else.

So. A conversation. He had the meat of the conversation. Now for the skin and bones. Cool. He could do this.

He flipped to another page and jotted down observations about the weather. That was child’s play. It was summer in Sacramento, so the weather came in two varieties, hot and hotter.

Another page, terrifying in its blankness. What had he been up to since he graduated? Nothing, that’s what. Wait. Duh. That’s what he’d been up to. He’d graduated and started this job for the family firm. No more rowing.

Brad brightened. Crew was another topic. So was Coach Bedford. Or should that be a separate topic? He agonized over that for a few moments before jotting his former coach’s name halfway down the page for crew.

He puzzled over the pages more, trying to elaborate on each one. It felt like writing an essay. He’d thought he was done with that, but no. Actually, he felt proud of himself for his hard work. That communications professor who said he’d never amount to anything should see him now. Brad. Making an outline. To call Drew.

Right, get to the point. He brightened. That was gold, that was what that was. Let…me…get…right…to…the…point, he wrote in big block letters on another page.

Hmm, small talk. You don’t dive right in, not when you want something. You have to mosey up to it, make it look like you aren’t a user. It was good manners. Those gay guys always had good manners, and business always seemed to involve the kind of pointless conversation that froze him to the floor.

So, what did they have in common? Brad thought. And thought. And thought. Well, we’ve both got cocks. Brad started to write that down and then scratched it out, shaking his head. He was so not going there, because what they did with them? No.

With a sinking feeling, Brad figured he was screwed. He was noisy, obnoxious, and wasn’t above belching in public. Loudly. His car smelled like a locker room, and most of the time, his clothes, even when they were clean, looked like he’d wadded them up in a gym bag for a few days before wearing them. But Drew? Brad sighed, staring out of the window, a soft look on his face. Drew was always so…so…suave. That was the word. Put together. He seemed like the kind of guy who always knew what to say, what to wear, and how to act. No wonder chicks liked the gays.

No wonder they didn’t like him. Brad knew he could hold it together for a date or two, but sooner or later he was bound to burp at the wrong moment, and from what he’d gathered from his dating history, there was never a right moment. Maybe it’d be different, being with a guy.

Who was he kidding? Brad was just a big, dumb oaf like his father said he was. He was screwed.

Then he flinched. “Screwed” was so not the word to use, not when he was…

Brad groaned, leaning back in his chair. He covered his face with his hands. Not when he was thinking about calling another guy, not when he wanted to ask that other guy out but didn’t know how, not when he thought about that other guy touching—

“No!” Brad bellowed, standing up. “I’m not thinking about guys touching anything. I’m not!”

He looked at the clock. It was almost noon. He couldn’t believe he’d spent three hours on this, but he had. Close enough. He was going to lunch.

He wasn’t gay. He couldn’t be.

The restless, thudding anxiety robbed him of his appetite, so instead of eating, he just drove around. Driving was good. Driving cleared his mind. Driving gave him a break from thinking about gay men and conversations and other things he didn’t want to think about.

But when his lunch hour ended, he was back to calling Drew. He had to. His original idea might’ve been a ruse, but it also had merit. He needed some ideas from a Realtor about how he could make Suburban Symphony attractive to house hunters, since the marketing firm apparently had none.


Chapter Three

Drew arrived a few minutes early for lunch with Brad. The restaurant was a good one, located on a busy corner of the part of Midtown called Lavender Heights, but just on the far side of trendy, so tables were relatively easy to get and the waiters didn’t glare if you lingered too long over lunch.

When Brad had called him yesterday, he’d almost lost the power of speech. When Brad had asked to meet him for lunch, he’d started babbling. Drew hoped it didn’t run Brad off. He wasn’t sure what to make of Brad’s request for advice on that frankly dire housing development, but he’d do what he could if it meant staring at Brad across a table even for an hour.

Drew could’ve gone inside, but he had work to do, so he sat in his car, resisting the impulse to bang his head onto the steering wheel. His new clients wanted a house that had been on the market for a while, so Drew knew the homeowners should be willing to bargain, should being the operant term, but first someone had to explain the facts of life to their agent, and Drew figured he’d drawn the winning ticket.

“Yeah, I get that they’re home, but do they get that they’re selling their house? It’s been on the market for six months. I’ve got clients who want to see it, but the last time I brought people by, they tried to take over the tour… Yes, I know it’s their house, but if they scare people…well, scared people don’t buy houses. And one other thing—Get. The. Taxidermy. Out. Of. There.” Do your job, asswipe, so I can do mine, he screamed silently. “Haven’t they ever heard of staging? Haven’t you? They’re going to move anyway, so they need to get a jump on the packing.”

Drew half listened to the listing agent for a few more moments. The agent swore up and down his clients wouldn’t spoil this, but Drew paid more attention to cars pulling into the restaurant’s parking lot. Excuses were like assholes: everyone had one. “Look, we’ll be by at six p.m.” A battered Lexus had parked while Drew was laying down the law. It wasn’t until a man got out of it that Drew paid attention. It was Brad. “Look, make sure those freaks are out of there and they take the dead petting zoo with them.”

Then Drew killed the call. For a moment, he just looked. Brad still caused a hitch in his breath. Unlike a lot of former college jocks, Brad hadn’t started packing on the pounds, even though without the intense demands of crew, his caloric demand had surely dropped. Drew very much appreciated Brad’s efforts to keep fit, even if he looked out of place in khakis, a dress shirt, and a tie. Some people just looked better in shorts or jeans and a T-shirt pulling tight across those muscled pecs.

Drew could see Brad had the tiniest hint of bearish endomorphic belly, just the way he liked it. He hadn’t seen Brad since the Pacific Coast Rowing Championships in May, but he still felt the old tingle deep in his belly as he responded to the sight of a man he thought was sex on legs. That Brad looked sweetly nervous was too adorable.

“Brad, hi!” Drew said, getting out of his car.

Brad turned to face him and smiled shyly. “Hi, Drew,” he said, hands in his pockets. “Thanks for meeting me.”

“Any time.” Drew extended his hand, and Brad shook it awkwardly, as if he weren’t quite sure what to do or how to act. “Let’s get a table and then you can tell me all about this development of yours. I had no idea you were going into real estate after you graduated.”

“Yeah, it just sort of happened.”

“I hear that. I’m not sure many children dream of growing up to sell or flip houses, but it’s still kind of fun,” Drew replied.

Drew watched Brad surreptitiously as they entered the restaurant. He saw Brad wipe his palms on his pants several times and glance around repeatedly, far more than necessary to look where he was going. Oh yeah, this guy was nervous. He wondered what might be driving Brad, because he sure hadn’t struck Drew as the type to be nervous in his own skin.

“So…do you come here often?” Brad asked after they’d sat down, glancing around warily, as if he expected to be attacked before ordering or perhaps ambushed by the woman filling their water glasses.

Drew looked up from the menu. He smiled, trying to put Brad at ease. “From time to time. The food’s good, and they’re usually not so busy that they resent you if you linger over lunch.”

“Oh. That’s good.”

Drew’d had a date like this once. It hadn’t ended well.

With one last glance around, Brad picked up his menu. Drew hoped he didn’t get hung up on the prices. They were pretty reasonable for a Midtown restaurant, and besides, Drew was paying. He would’ve, even if it weren’t deductible, just for the privilege of having an excuse to stare at Brad Sundstrom. He wanted to pinch himself.

“So, I have to admit,” Drew said after they placed their orders, “I’ve been dying of curiosity since you called me yesterday. You said you had some questions for me?”

“Yeah. I really appreciate you meeting me like this. I know you must be busy and all.” Brad picked up his knife and tapped the hilt on the tabletop.

“It’s my pleasure,” Drew said, and it really was.

But Brad didn’t reply, and Drew sat there, waiting. Expectantly. Waiting.

When the seconds threatened to lengthen into a minute, Drew kicked himself mentally. The guy was nervous. It was time to fill empty space. “After all, you were one of Nick’s favorites. He talked about you all the time.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.” Brad smiled his anxious smile again. Drew felt it in the pit of his stomach.

Yep, because I wouldn’t quit pestering him about you. “So, your questions were about real estate, I’m guessing? Since we both know I can’t help you with rowing.”

“Oh.” Brad colored. “Sorry. I guess I’m kind of nervous.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Drew said blandly.

Brad looked at him for a minute like he was trying to figure out if he was being made fun of, but Drew simply sat there expectantly. “Yeah, I got put in charge of Suburban Symphony when I started working for my dad after graduation.”

“Oh. I mean, wow, that’s great. Right out of school and already in charge of an entire development.”

“It sucks ass,” Brad said bluntly.

The combination of Brad and sucking ass took Drew to a place he really didn’t want to go. Rather, he did, a lot, just not in public. He’d never been more grateful for a tablecloth in his life because he’d gone from zero to painfully hard in seconds.

“Drew?” Brad said.

“Oh, sorry. I guess I’m not seeing the problem.”

“Yeah, well, people aren’t seeing the houses, either, and the old man’s riding my ass to turn it around,” Brad grumbled.

Drew closed his eyes momentarily. His cock had zoomed from painfully hard to crammed up against the fly of his pants in a second.

“Hey, man, are you okay? You kind of whimpered or something,” Brad said.

Drew shook his head to clear the visual. “Bit my tongue. I’m sorry, you were saying something about Suburban Symphony?”

“Yeah. It’s dying, and it’s trying to take my career, such as it is, with it. It’s not like I’ve got any cred with my dad as it is, but if this goes under, I’m sunk.”

“I see.”

They were silent as lunch was placed before them. When the waiter was out of earshot, Brad said, “So, what do real estate agents look for in a subdivision? What makes you bring people who want to buy a house to one place instead of another? What makes you drive right on by a development?”

“Well,” Drew drawled, stalling like an American car with air in the fuel injectors, “that all depends on the needs of the client, of course.”

Shit, he wants my help to save that subdivision!

Brad bounced his foot up and down, the tapping muffled by the carpet. “No, I get that, but houses are pretty basic when you think about it—bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, living room, maybe a dining room. But this place is…I mean, almost no one comes to see it. No one wants to live there, but I’m supposed to turn it around.” He sounded bitter. “Somehow I’m supposed to come up with something to save the place when the marketing people can’t come up with anything. You gotta help me, man.”

Drew shrugged. “There are intangibles too, like the vibe people get off it, or what they think of the way the rooms are arranged.” But that place—ugh, he didn’t want to tell Brad the truth. Those shy smiles Brad had flashed him at the regattas that spring…he didn’t want to be the one to kill them. “And of course, there’s always the famous ‘location, location, location’—”

“Stop playing me, dammit. I asked for your help because I need it, not because I want smoke blown up my ass,” Brad hissed.

Drew took a bite of his sandwich, chewing slowly and taking his time choosing his words. His appetite was gone. He took a deep breath. He had to do it. Even if he never saw Brad again, at least he’d be able to say he’d been honest with him. “They say there’s a house for every buyer, but there’s going to have to be a whole lot of desperate, clueless people to fill that place up and real estate agents who don’t care about their clients to bring them there.”

Brad slumped in his chair. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

“There are virtually no neighborhood amenities, because whatever county agency’s responsible for planning out in that former cornfield apparently thinks driveways and streets count as ‘open space,’” Drew said, plowing on. “The floor plans could only have been designed to generate maximum misery for the people dumb enough to buy there. And the location? Please, Brad. It’s out in the middle of nowhere, the backside of beyond. Did you know I went out there a few months back?”

“No.” Brad appeared surprised.

“Oh yeah.” Drew rolled his eyes. He took a swig of his water. “Every time a development opens, they invite any and every real estate agent from miles around to come see it, and so when I saw that Sundstrom Homes—and I had no idea you were that Sundstrom, by the way—had something out there, I went to look. I only found it because I got lost. When I got back to my office, I got online to locate the nearest grocery store to see just how bad it was. It’d take someone almost half an hour just to get there.”

“Shit,” Brad breathed. “I knew there was nothing around there for lunch, but I didn’t know it was that bad.”

“Look, Brad, these kinds of developments are meant as commuter communities, so I guess people could buy food on the way home from work, but what the fuck? Twenty-seven minutes to get from the Suburban Symphony to the parking lot of a back-country Safeway? Why did you guys saddle yourself with that place?”

“I don’t think it was ever our idea. My dad acquired it along with the company that originally developed it,” Brad said glumly. “Now you know why the original developer got into trouble and made himself vulnerable.”

“Only now it’ll take Sundstrom Homes down?” Drew suggested.

“I doubt it, but it’s not helping my career any.” Brad picked at his pasta.

“I wish I had better news for you, but I’m not really sure how to help you with that place.” Drew smiled at Brad, who seemed calmer now that he’d gotten what he wanted out of Drew. “You’ve only been out of school for a few months. Still learning the ropes, are you?”

“Not really. I’ve worked for the family business every summer since I started high school.”

When he didn’t elaborate further, Drew didn’t push it. “So, tell me what else you’re up to.”

“Now why would you be interested in that?” Brad smiled a real smile for the first time since they sat down. He started eating.

“I might have my reasons,” Drew said with an arched eyebrow.

Brad laughed, and it warmed Drew right down to his toes. It was a loud laugh, almost a guffaw from a man Drew was learning didn’t do things quietly. A few people turned their heads to glare, but he didn’t care. Drew was glad Brad had shaken off the glum demeanor that horrendous subdivision inspired.

Afterward, conversation flowed like water, sometimes like a gentle stream, sometimes charging ahead like the varsity eight at the PCRCs. Drew still thought of that magnificent sight, the CalPac V-8 surging ahead of the other crews like eight thoroughbred stallions (and one tiny jockey) moving in perfect synch, backs bending, chests heaving, oar blades knifing into the water.

Drew had never witnessed the human body pushed to the brink like that before. That he’d been there for Nick, his best friend, was special. That he’d gotten to see Brad in his native element—that’d been something else.

For all that Brad set off his gaydar, Drew didn’t know for sure if Brad was…questioning, and straight men could get pretty freaked out by the obvious signs of gay interest.

“Brad, look… I’ll bring clients by Suburban Symphony. At the very least, it’ll leave records of increased traffic,” Drew said impulsively. He couldn’t help himself. Something about Brad made him want to keep him smiling. “It’ll at least show your father you’re earning your keep.”

But Brad shook his head. “No way, you were right. It’s a dump, a tacky little subdivision that’s too far from anything. Suburban Graveyard is doomed. How I’m supposed to bring it back is anyone’s guess.”

“It can’t be that bad. If someone wants something in that price point, I’ll keep it in mind,” Drew said. Brad quirked a smile, and Drew felt all goofy.

The waiter left the check, and they both grabbed for it. “My treat.” Drew pulled it close to him. Brad had long arms. He wasn’t taking any chances.

Outside the restaurant, Brad shook Drew’s hand. “Here,” he said, handing Drew a card. “My contact info.”

“I’ve already got it,” Drew said with a smile.


Chapter Four

Brad spent the drive home flying on an adrenaline high. Drew rocked. That man was awesome, no two ways about it.

He laughed out loud. He hadn’t made too big a fool of himself, not since he’d picked up the phone and called Drew in the first place. At first, he’d been so nervous he could barely speak. But he’d planned ahead, and he’d stuck to his script, pages arrayed before him on the desk. The conversation was probably a little stilted, but it helped put his mind at ease.

And then Drew had asked him a question he hadn’t planned on, and Brad panicked. He’d never been one of those people who thought fast on his feet, and as nervous as he’d been, Brad froze.

Then he’d frantically rifled through his papers, trying to find something he could modify on the fly.

“Are you reading from a script?” Drew had chuckled.

“No,” Brad had said, letting his pages of scribbled conversation scatter as he dropped them on his desk. “No, what gives you that idea? Just busy…with paperwork.”

At the time, he’d been petrified, but there in the car, Brad thought it was pretty damned funny. Making a script to call someone and then getting caught at it and playing it off. He still wasn’t sure if he’d gotten away with it, only that Drew had let it go.

Drew was a class act, Brad could tell. A man more sophisticated and suave, if that was the word, than he’d ever be. He was a big lug, and he knew it. You could put him in a fancy suit and teach him to tie a Windsor knot and curl his pinky while drinking tea, and he’d still be a big lug yanking on his collar because it felt like it was strangling him.

Just the thought of himself all dressed up like that made him snicker. Brad, with his neck like a tree trunk and thighs to match. In a suit. Drinking tea.

But Drew… Brad stopped laughing. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off Drew the entire lunch. Every time he felt uncomfortable or even scared and started glancing around, the sight of Drew pulled him back.

“Fuck, he’s handsome,” Brad whispered. Drew was average height, but Brad liked that better. He’d been around tall and rangy rowers for five years, and not one of them had ever caught his eye.

Drew’s brown hair sparkled in the sunlight when they stood in the parking lot to say goodbye. That was the word, sparkled. Maybe it was some gay super hair product or good genes or something. Brad had brown hair, at least what was left of it from where it was noticeably thinning on top. He clipped it super short every other week and left it at that. But even when he’d had enough hair to style, it had never looked like Drew’s.

Blue eyes that danced when he smiled. That was weird. Blue eyes usually bugged him. There was something off about them, the way they were different colors from ice blue to flat-out gray, but all still blue. His dad had blue eyes, and they’d never held a hint of warmth. But Drew’s…they looked so friendly, so inviting.

Muscles that showed, even through his business-casual clothes. Brad wasn’t cultured or sophisticated, which he imagined meant things like knowing about art or fancy food or…something. He didn’t know. That was him. But he knew muscles. He knew what time in the gym felt like, and what it looked like later, after you’d recovered and built the muscle. Drew had muscles.

Drew had earned his muscles the hard way too. Brad had never juiced. He knew people who had, people who’d done Deca and then Clomid to keep their balls from shrinking. He could always tell. The thought made him curl his lip in contempt. Juicing was cheating. That was for pussies, pussies and…

Fags?

Brad had forgotten Drew was a homo, that it was another man whose appearances he was so hung up on. But damn, those pecs alone, hidden behind Drew’s dress shirt, they’d taken a lot of time to sculpt. A lot of guys just did the bench press for their pecs and left it at that, but it took a lot more to achieve perfection. It took time with the incline press, the dumbbell flies, pull-ups… No, those muscles made Drew look like a man, not just someone who was male. Maybe that was it. There was something manly about Drew.

Was it gay to appreciate another man’s masculinity? Brad shook his head. It couldn’t be. It was simply acknowledging all Drew’s hard work in the gym, that was all.

But even if that was the case, that he just appreciated Drew’s efforts in the one area he happened to know something about, Brad was forced to admit there was more to it.

Brad shifted uncomfortably as he drove. He’d boned right up as soon as Drew got out of his car. He was glad Drew had gone into the restaurant ahead of him so he couldn’t see the wood Brad had been pushing. But he’d been hard for the entire lunch, balls so tight they ached.

That was totally gay, and Brad knew it. That pissed him off. It scared him. That wasn’t who he was.

Was it?

That wasn’t who he wanted to be.

But what if he secretly did?

“Damn it!” Brad yelled, bellowed, as he pounded the steering wheel in frustration. “I’m not gay!”

Then he noticed the dashboard clock.

“Shit!” he screamed, well and truly pissed.

It was 4:00 p.m. Lunch had lasted hours, and he’d never noticed. He’d been gone from the office all afternoon. If his dad had dropped by…

Brad gunned the engine. He had to get back to work.

 

Brad pulled up outside his house—his dad’s house, really, even though both Sundstrom boys still lived at home—with a feeling of dread curdling in his guts. It wasn’t that Randall Sundstrom was physically abusive, but he sure yelled a lot. Brad was sick of the yelling.

His shoulders slumped, and he got out of the car. He swung the disreputable backpack he still carried over one shoulder and looked at his house, wishing he were anywhere but there. He might as well face the music, but coming hard on the heels of his afternoon, he was so not in the mood for this.

Brad had barely shut the door behind him when he looked up to see Randall standing there waiting for him. “Hi, Randall.”

Randall acknowledged the greeting. “Where were you this afternoon?”

“I’m sorry, I just lost track of time. It won’t happen—”

“I’m tired of your excuses, Bradley,” Randall said calmly.

“Look, I said I was sorry—”

“Sorry doesn’t cut it in the grown-up world, Bradley. You’ve always been feckless. You treat life like a joke. When’re you going to grow up?”

Maybe when you treat me like a grown-up? “What—”

“The sales office was closed all afternoon. That’s simply inexcusable,” Randall said. “Where were you?”

“Meeting with a real estate agent to find out what I could do to make Suburban Graveyard more appealing to his clients,” Brad snapped, voice dripping sarcasm. That was it. He’d had enough. Pushed by his fears and insecurities, he’d hit the limit of what he was willing to swallow. “That not what you were expecting to hear, Dad? Figured I took the afternoon off to go joyriding or something? Sorry to disappoint you, Dad, but I’m trying to do the job you dumped on me. Besides which, there weren’t any cards stuck in the door when I got back, and no messages on the voice mail.”

Randall stared at him for a moment. “We don’t want Realtors bringing people in, Bradley. You have to share the commission.” He emphasized the you.

But Brad was having none of it. “Right now, there’s no one coming in. So, all of nothing is…nothing. You told me I had to do this. If you’re not going to tell me how, then back off.”
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