
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

Blurb

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Exclusive Excerpt

More from Tara Lain

About the Author

By Tara Lain

Visit Dreamspinner Press

Copyright


Snow Balls

 

By Tara Lain

A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

JJ LaRousse looks like a quarterback but acts like a queen. He’s trying to be proud of who he is—until a robbery at the famous Laguna Winter Fantasy brings JJ face-to-face with tough cop Ryan Star. JJ hears Ryan likes manly men, so he drops his voice an octave, colors his pink hair, and tries to pass as a football fan.

Ryan Star may be tough, but he keeps his sexuality to himself at work. He learned in New York that being a gay cop can be deadly. His attraction to JJ threatens his secret, but he’s finding it hard to back away from a guy who’s so totally his type. Then, during a ski trip and a confrontation with JJ’s biggest nemesis, all the façades come crashing down. In the aftermath, can Ryan love JJ for who he really is? More importantly, can JJ?




To all my favorite artists in the Sawdust Festival and Winter Fantasy. You inspire me!




Chapter One

 

 

“OH MY God. Rodney, did you hear about the robbery? I saw them. I talked to them!” JJ LaRousse fluttered his hands, but he couldn’t help it. At six foot four and one ninety-eight, fluttery hands might be an incongruity, but sometimes his emotions won. Sometimes? Well, maybe all the time.

“Take an end before I drop it.” Rod’s short arms could barely grasp the edges of the giant painting, and it tipped precariously as he approached the booth. Rodney Mansfield’s small stature didn’t match his enormous personality.

“Sorry.” JJ grabbed the painting with one hand and lifted the burden. He glanced at the semi-impressionistic portrait of a drool-producing nude man lying on the grass in the sun, his big, relaxed cock illuminated by a ray of sunshine. Why can’t I find a guy like that? Well, maybe not lying on the grass nude, but a special guy. Still, having a partner meant taking care of someone, and that was so not his forte.

JJ set the canvas on the floor of the booth at the back beside the boxes of little clownish dolls they were hoping to sell for holiday gifts at the Winter Fantasy Art and Craft Show.

Rod leaned against the sales counter and pulled off the bright aqua scarf he’d wrapped around his neck three times. It might be December, but it was still a good sixty-five degrees outside. California winter. “Yeah, I heard people talking about the robbery when I came in. What happened, darling?”

JJ flopped down on a wooden crate that held more items from the gallery for the booth. “These two guys dressed like Santa Claus and an elf apparently came in early this morning when people were just starting to set up. Everybody thought they were part of the Santa’s Village display, so nobody suspected anything until Suzanne and Ollie saw them hanging around some of their jewelry boxes. Before Suzanne even realized what they’d done, the guys had stolen expensive stuff from them and a bunch of other booths too. When they went to look for them, the two men were gone.” He took a deep breath. “But I saw them!” His hands started to flutter, and he curled them into fists. “They came right by here. I talked to them!” He fanned his face. Fluttering again.

Rod reached out and grasped JJ’s hands. He smiled. Rod was so great at calming him down. Yes, he was a drama queen, but Rodney knew how to handle him. “What did you say to them?”

“Something about where they’d left their reindeer and weren’t they traveling a little early. God, how dumb could I be?”

Rod gazed at him intently. “Not your fault. Did they answer?”

“Yes.”

“And what did they say?”

“The big guy, Santa, said their sleigh was double-parked and you know how tough the meter maids are in Laguna. Oh hell, I laughed. Damn.”

“You’re going to have to tell all this to the police.”

JJ sighed. “I know. A cop in a uniform came over and said that a detective will be here soon to question me.” He pulled his hand from Rod’s grasp and started fanning again. He just couldn’t help it. “Oh God, I could die.”

Rod pointed to the back wall. “So let’s get the painting hung, and you can set up the rest of the booth. That’ll take your mind off it.”

“Okay.” Rod always knew what to do. JJ stood up and grabbed a hammer and hook he’d brought for the purpose. With Rod’s guidance, the gorgeous painting by Roman, the nom de plume of Rodney Mansfield, soon dominated the back wall of the booth. They probably wouldn’t sell it here. Most people attending the exhibition were looking for Christmas gifts, and a $15,000 painting wasn’t exactly a stocking stuffer, but it would attract people to the gallery later.

Rod stepped back. “Looks great.” He pointed at JJ’s head. “By the way, I like the new do.”

JJ patted a hand against his longish hair. He’d dyed it pink that morning from its usual brown. “I had a great role model.” It was true. Rod was JJ’s best example for how to be himself.

Rod laughed and flipped his red-and-green bangs. “I’m doing a holiday motif.”

Voices sounded from two booths down. “Ma’am, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you wouldn’t mind.” JJ shivered. Was he scared of the police or reacting to that low, gravelly voice? He walked to the edge of the booth and peeked around the corner. Sweet dreams of baby gay boys—that was a hunk. JJ pulled back and started fanning.

Rod glanced up from his inspection of a piece of sculpture. “What?”

JJ hissed. “Look. Oh my God, look at what’s coming to question me.” The fanning hand moved so fast it was probably invisible.

Rod stepped out into the walkway in front of the booth. The man knew no fear. Of course, he was a black belt in karate, but still. Rod glanced toward the neighboring display, then walked casually back into the booth. He lowered his voice. “I’ve seen that guy before. A Laguna cop. But I think he’s some transplant from New York City or something.”

“Holy shit, don’t tell me that.” JJ was going to faint.

Rod shook his head. “Come on, he’s just going to ask you some questions.”

“I know. Okay, yes.” Deep breath.

Rod lowered his voice to a whisper. “Besides, I think he might be gay.” Rod grinned like a canary that ate the cat.

“Oh God, be still my heart.”

Rod laughed. “Clearly, darling, you’re also a member of Alpha Males Anonymous.”

JJ sighed. “But you and David both got your alphas. In fact, David got two!” His boss, the gallery owner, David Underwood, had partnered with the two hunkiest Australian volleyball players God ever created.

“Yes, darling, and so will you.” He grinned. “Well, maybe not two. We’re not all that lucky.”

JJ shook his head. “I don’t know what I want. I mean, look at me. Everyone thinks I’m an alpha male. You’d expect me to be carrying a football instead of picking out sofa fabric. The only guys who like me are twinks looking for someone to take care of them.” But he knew he couldn’t take care of anybody. He’d sure proven that in his life. He tossed a piece of straw off the counter. “Besides, I don’t know if I like the tough, alpha types. They scare me. Oh hell, I don’t know anything. I really want a partner, but I play around. I can’t help myself.”

“You’re only twenty-three. Give yourself a break.” Rod winked. “Besides, you’re not looking for a type. You’re looking for a person.”

JJ smiled. Rod always made him feel better. “Thanks. You really are smart.” He grinned. “Oh, and sexy, of course.”

“So are you, darling. Sometimes you just let your emotions overrule your head.” Rod leaned in and said softly, “I saw that cop at a bar one time with a guy who could have just been a buddy. I mean, the other man was as straight-looking as they come. Football-player type, you know? But it was a gay bar in Santa Ana, so you figure it out.”

“Wow.”

Rod looped his scarf once around his neck. “I have to go back to the studio. I’ve got a model coming in at noon, and then I’m having a late lunch with my honey. He doesn’t have many classes today.”

JJ frowned. “Damn. I was hoping you could stay while I answered the cop’s questions.” He took a deep breath. “But say hi to Hunter for me.”

“You’ll do fine. Kiss-kiss, darling.” Rod smooched the air, gave JJ a hug around his upper chest, and walked out of the booth with that cocky stride of his. It would be great to be more like Rodney—brave and feisty, daring the world to criticize him. Yes, and having the most beautiful ex-firefighter turned teacher in all of Southern California as a lover. Why couldn’t he find that kind of love? Oh well.

JJ peeked around the corner again. The cop was right next door, and the quick glance took JJ’s breath away. Why? The guy was nice enough looking, but not some drop-dead gorgeous movie star. Medium height with short dark hair, a lean build, and slightly pockmarked face. There was something that radiated off him, though. Power or certainty… something.

JJ stared up at the morning sun. So Rod had seen this cop in a gay bar with a straight-looking guy. JJ fanned himself. He looked at the hand and clenched it into a fist. Hell, he was straight-looking as long as you didn’t spend five minutes with him. But that cop was about to get up close and personal. Could he do it? People always expected him to be tough and masculine. Maybe he could fake it. Did he want to? He’d spent so long accepting who he was. Still… maybe just once.

The kid who took tickets at the front gate ambled by.

JJ waved. “Ralphie.”

The big kid turned. “Hi, JJ.”

JJ wagged a finger toward him, and Ralphie came into the booth. JJ whispered, “Could I borrow your baseball cap?”

“And cover up that great do? Hell, man, why do that?”

JJ shrugged. “The police. You know.” He pointed at his head.

“Oh yeah. The gay thing. Sure, no problem.” Ralphie handed it over, and JJ popped the USC cap over his pink streaks. “How’s it look?”

“You’re positively collegiate, buddy.”

Yeah, US College of Decorators! “Thanks. I’ll bring it back before I go.”

“A-OK.” The kid left at the same sauntering pace.

JJ grabbed his jacket and slipped it on, then took a deep breath. Why was he doing this? Well, he could say he didn’t want the cop to think he was a stupid ninny whose eyewitness account couldn’t be trusted. Yeah. That was it. His story and he was sticking to it.

He bent over and started pulling more of the small dolls out of the box. Something moved in the tissue. Oh God, a spider! He threw the paper across the booth, jumped back, and fanned himself while the eight-legged foe crawled into the sawdust-covered pathway. “Good. Go. Go!” He flicked his hands. JJ hated to wish for the spider to get stepped on, but those were the facts.

Try again. Deep breath. Calm. Channel Steve McQueen. Well, maybe not that far.

He looked at the beautiful Christmas village he’d set up on a large side display table, complete with skaters on the mirror pond and tiny decorated trees. Carefully he placed the art objects into the scene. These dolls would bring in the money during Winter Fantasy because people could afford to give them as gifts. An original piece of art at a reasonable price. It was a great find for shoppers. He nestled a lovely red-and-green doll into a forest of tiny pines.

“That’s really pretty.”

“Oh.” JJ almost dropped the doll. He grabbed it firmly, placed it, breathed, and turned toward the husky voice. Showtime.

The cop raised the corners of his mouth slightly. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

Could he try out his own deep voice? JJ cleared his throat and dropped his tone from the usual stratosphere. “Not a problem. I wasn’t paying attention.” Blue. The guy’s eyes were a deep blue. Up close, his face had a classic structure that looked like it had been wrecked a bit: a high-bridged nose with a slight crook, as if somebody broke it once or twice, creamy skin marred by a few orange-peel-like marks, a light scar from the upper part of his neck that curved over his jaw. Scary. Ummmm… and sexy.

The policeman took out a small notebook—just like in the movies. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about what you saw today.”

JJ took hold of the edges of the counter so he could keep his hands still. “Okay.” He tried again, an octave lower. “Sure. Shoot.”

The guy flipped a page of the notebook. JJ stared at him and the question burst out. “Uh, what’s your name?”

The guy looked embarrassed. “I’m so sorry. I should have identified myself. I just… uh, I’m Detective Star.” He flashed his badge.

“What Star?”

“Excuse me?”

“What’s your first name?”

“Oh. Ryan.”

JJ smiled. “Nice name. I’m JJ LaRousse.”

The detective looked a little confused, but he wrote it down. “One S or two?”

“Two. And the JJ stands for Jamison Jeremiah.”

“So, Mr. LaRousse—”

“JJ.”

“JJ. Can you tell me where you were this morning at nine forty-five?”

JJ’s eyes widened. “Do you think I did the robberies?” He held the counter really tight.

“Mr.—uh, JJ—I was told that you saw the thieves, and I’m just trying to determine the chain of events.”

JJ breathed out. Relax! “Yes, uh, I was right here in this booth.”

“Can you describe what you saw?”

“I saw Santa Claus and his elf walking past really fast.” He looked into the blue eyes. “I guess I should say I saw two men dressed as those characters.”

“Can you describe them?”

“The Santa guy was kind of tall. A little taller than you, but not as tall as me.”

Star wrote. “So, about six feet one or so?”

“Probably, yes. The other guy was little. That’s one reason why I didn’t think anything strange. The elf was really small—like, he fit the costume. I figured they were just rehearsing for the Winter Fantasy Santa’s Village.”

“How small.”

JJ held out his hand at the middle of his chest.

“About five foot four?”

“Yeah, or maybe smaller.”

“But it was definitely a man?”

JJ cocked his head. “Good question.”

Again, that gaze speared him. “Close your eyes and picture the two of them and see if you remember anything that would indicate if the person might have been female.”

JJ closed his eyes. Wow. The detective smelled good. Like citrus with some honey in it. A soft smell, not overpowering at all. Maybe he could just snuggle his head against Ryan’s neck and inhale deeply. “Ummm.”

“Excuse me?”

“Uh, sorry. The elf had big feet, and I think he had tennies under the elf shoe covering. I’d guess a man.” His eyes flew open. “Yes, Adam’s apple. The guy had one.”

Detective Star smiled. Oh god of sweet homosexual love. Like flashing white perfection in that otherwise imperfect face. JJ’s cock leaped up in greeting. Hello, Starshine.

The cop beamed at him. “Good job, JJ. Now what else can you remember?”

Oh my, how he loved pleasing the nice detective. “Santa was wearing a phony beard, but he had black stubble on his cheek above it. He had on sunglasses. Cheap ones. Prada knockoffs you might get on the street in Santa Ana.” Okay, maybe too much information. “Uh, he was wearing some padding, but I think he probably had some fat of his own. The elf was skinny. And”—he closed his eyes and pulled up the picture again—“he had weird eyes.”

“How weird?”

“Kind of pale and a little scary-looking.”

“Could they have been contacts?”

“Doubt it.” He closed his eyes again. Oh, he loved that scent. He opened them. “I couldn’t see the elf’s hair because he wore a full wig, but I’ll bet it was red.”

Star frowned. “Why do you think that?”

“He had those freckles that some redheads have. Might be.”

“Is there anything else?”

JJ nodded. Could he think of twenty more things to keep the good detective here? “The bigger man spoke to me, and he had an accent of some kind.”

“What kind?”

JJ screwed up his nose. “Hmm. It was a little like Southern, but… I know, I think it was like Boston or New England or something. Sort of flat-sounding.”

“Was the voice deep?”

JJ breathed out slowly. “Not as deep as yours.”

Star’s blue eyes flashed up at him.

“Uh, I mean you have a low voice. The Santa’s voice was higher and nasally.”

“Do you think you would recognize it again?”

“Possibly.”

Star asked him a few more questions about what the robbers had said and where they seemed to be going. He flipped the notebook closed. “You’ve been extremely helpful. Thank you for your time.”

JJ tried to keep his voice low. “Anytime.”

Star looked back at him for a moment. “I may have a few more questions. Is there somewhere I can reach you?”

Oh, be still my heart. JJ recited his cell number, and Star wrote it in his notebook—on a separate page. Oh my.

“So, you a Trojan?”

“What?” JJ swallowed.

Star pointed at his head. “USC.”

“Oh, uh, no. Just a, uh, fan.”

That blazing smile again. “You like football.” It wasn’t a question, thank God.

“I’ve been known to watch a game.” JJ held his breath.

The appraising blue eyes stared into his. “Thanks again for your great help.”

“My pleasure.” Or at least his cock’s pleasure.

Detective Ryan Star walked away toward a group of uniformed officers gathered at the booth across from JJ’s. The cop’s jeans clung to lean, muscled thighs, and the tweed sports jacket had an obligatory feel, like maybe it wasn’t something he wore in his free time. It wasn’t something he should wear at all. That man needed a dresser. JJ sighed. Fat effing chance it would be him.

JJ went back to the display, trying hard to look manly while positioning dolls on a snow scene. He glanced up and caught his breath. Star was staring at him. JJ wanted to fan himself so bad. Man up.

He stared down at the doll in his hands. Why the hell was he trying to impress this guy? The detective was scary and his job was violent, two things JJ hated. But there was that second while he was questioning JJ when Star had looked embarrassed that he’d forgotten to show his credentials. Was that a hint of the vulnerable man underneath? Naw, he probably just felt uncomfortable around a creampuff like JJ.

What had he been thinking?

He’d been known to watch a football game? Not in this life.

 

 

RYAN PULLED off his sports coat as he threaded his way through the cubicles to his desk.

“Star.” The captain’s voice came from her office.

He stuck his head around the door. “Hi, Cap.”

She leaned forward across her big metal desk. “How goes Santa Claus?”

He grinned. Captain Sarah Albright was a clear message that the universe didn’t hate him all the time. “He and his elf and eight tiny whatevers got away with quite a haul. No cash, but a lot of jewelry that will be easy to fence.”

“Any leads?”

That tall hunk of a guy. “One of the exhibitors got a pretty good look at them and was able to recall quite a few details. Of course, the perps had on costumes, so he could only remember so much.”

She ran a hand through her fair hair. “You have him coming in to look at pictures?”

Well, shit. How derelict had he been in his duty? “I haven’t set a time, but I’m sure he’ll come in. I just need to, uh, talk to him again.”

She cocked her head. “Good. So what do you have planned for the holidays? Some family to visit?”

Hell no! “No. Now that I’ve found sunshine in December, I’m not giving it up that easily.”

A frown line appeared between her eyebrows and was gone. “I’d love to have you come to Christmas dinner with us, Ryan.”

Well, damn. “That’s really nice, but I have some plans. I appreciate it, though.” Plans with a cold case of beer and some sports on the TV. Maybe find a lonely ass in Santa Ana to take the edge off.

“You’re really welcome to join us. At least come to my New Year’s party. A lot of the guys will be there.”

“Thanks.” The captain meant well, but mixing at the holidays wasn’t his thing. Of course, he had equal problems mixing on most Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and every other day of the week.

She looked down at her reports. “Keep me in the loop. We don’t want the Laguna tourist attractions getting ripped off. That’s crap on the economy.”

“You bet.”

She glanced up again. “And let me know if your witness recognizes anyone.”

“I will.” That meant he better get on calling Mr. JJ LaRousse right away.

“Star?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re smiling.”

“I am?”

“Yeah. Don’t see that a lot.”

“Uh, must be thinking about you and your family at Christmas.”

She didn’t say anything for a second. “Must be.”

He nodded and turned, grabbing his notepad from his pocket as he walked down the hall to his cubicle. Wonder if the guy is free to come over now? He reached for the phone.

 

 

“DAVID. DAVID. Oh my God, oh my God.” JJ grabbed the smoothly muscled arm of his friend and boss.

David trapped JJ’s other waving hand between his. “Okay, calm down. What is it? Did one of the exhibitors wear pink and orange together again?” David grinned. Nobody knew better how overreactive JJ was. Thank God, David loved him anyway.

Need air. JJ took a deep breath. “The cop. The one I told you about. Oh my god of CSI, he wants me to come to the police station and look at mug shots.” JJ retrieved his hand. He needed it for fanning.

David gazed up at JJ. It wasn’t far up, since the handsome gallery owner stood a slim six foot one to JJ’s more muscular six foot four. “Okay. That’s not hard. The police station is only a ten-minute walk away, and I’m here to finish setting up the booth. Perfect timing.”

“Oh God.” JJ collapsed onto a packing crate.

“That’s the hand-blown glass you’re sitting on, darling.”

JJ jumped up. “He’s just so….”

“Intimidating, overbearing?”

“Delicious.”

David laughed. “That’s a different kind of problem.”

“I’ve got to go to the men’s room.”

“Oh, okay.”

JJ took off at a run to the restrooms at the center of the festival grounds. Inside, he stuck his carefully spiked head under the faucet, pulled out his comb, and flattened the do. Of course, the pink streaks still stood out like candy canes in his light brown hair. Nothing to be done about it now. He washed his hands and headed back to the booth.

David glanced up from the last packing box. “What happened to your hair?”

“Rod says the cop likes guy’s guys.” JJ tucked in his T-shirt with the What Would Anna Do? logo, his homage to Anna Wintour, the editor of Vogue. He pulled on his windbreaker, zipped it up, and did a twirl. “With a cap, can I pass as Daniel Craig?”

David put his hands on his hips. “First off, how does Rod know who or what the cop likes? And even if he’s right, it’s never a good idea to try to be something you’re not. You know that. Pretend at the beginning and you have to keep living your lies. That’s a drag.”

JJ stuck out his lip. “It’s not exactly a lie. Hell, look at me.”

David frowned. “JJ, you’re gorgeous. You’re a catch just the way you are.”

“But I’m such a”—he waved his hands—“fruit!”

“Strawberries and cream. Any man would be lucky to get you.”

JJ sighed. “Thanks. But I need to be more, you know, masculine.”

David smoothed the crease between his own brows with two fingers. “Who said that?”

JJ frowned. “You mean besides my father?”

“Ancient history. You have a life now with people who love you as you are. Don’t go looking for appreciation from those without the discrimination to give it.”

JJ blew out his breath. “I’m so lucky to have you guys.” He walked to the edge of the booth. “I better get over there. I won’t be long.”

“It’s okay. Go home after, put on your opening-night clothes, and meet me back here before the crowds arrive.”

“Thanks, boss.”

JJ walked briskly down the sawdust-covered pathway to the Winter Fantasy front gate. Perfect—still there. “Hi, Ralphie.” He stopped. David gave good advice. Pretend now and he’d be stuck pretending. Sigh. But Ryan Star might just be worth it. He grinned at the young man. “Could I borrow your cap again?”

 

 

RYAN STARED through the window into the meeting room where he’d put JJ LaRousse with a computer and a ton of photos. JJ gazed at the screen intently. Good. He was taking his responsibilities seriously. But considering how disguised the thieves were, identification seemed unlikely.

Shit, JJ was gorgeous. Six foot four, probably, lean muscle, and a face that was almost pretty except for the strong cheekbones and cleft chin. Sure would like to see his hair. Ryan shifted and glanced down the hall. Good. Nobody to see the tent he had going on in his pants. He inhaled hard. Down, boy.

When he looked back through the glass door, JJ waved at him. He opened it and walked in holding his clipboard in front of his crotch. “Find anything?”

“Not sure, but there’s something about this guy. The weird eyes, and remember I said red hair?”

“Yeah.” Ryan leaned in and looked over JJ’s shoulder. Whoa. He backed off a step. The kid smelled too damned good. The picture on the screen showed a weaselly face with scraggly red hair and, just as JJ had said, weird light eyes that seemed kind of crazed. Ryan checked the stats. Sure enough. Five foot four and a sheet loaded with petty theft and a few more ambitious projects. “Looks right. This might be your guy. Good job, man.” He gripped JJ’s arm and scalded his hand on hot, tight flesh under the nylon jacket. JJ’s eyes widened, and Ryan pulled his hand away. Fuck, he wasn’t a toucher. Why did he do it? “Uh, like I said. Good job.”

JJ smiled so broadly it nearly cracked those lean cheeks. “I’m so glad… uh, stoked that I could help out.” JJ put up a fist and Ryan bumped it. Maybe JJ wasn’t gay, but hell, he had a vibe.

JJ stood, which made Ryan look up at him. Wonder how old he is. He looked young. “I forgot to ask your age—for the records.” Ryan held out the clipboard, real official-like.

Dimples popped out in JJ’s cheeks. So damned cute. “I’m twenty-three.”

Ryan wrote it down. Good.

“Guess I’m old enough to be a witness.”

“Yeah.” And a whole lot else.

JJ nodded toward the door but didn’t move. “I better go and get ready for the opening.”

“Right. Your booth and all.”

“Well, it’s my boss’s booth, but I’ll be working at it quite a bit.”

“That’s the Underwood Gallery. Where you work, right?”

“Yes.”

“So, thanks again for the help.”

JJ shrugged. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

Ryan nodded. Why the hell was he rooted to the ground? “We still have some thieves to catch.”

“Right. Well, okay. Glad I could help.” Finally JJ took some steps toward the door, which brought his tight ass in equally tight jeans into full view. Holy crap, he was hot. JJ stopped and looked over his shoulder. The move was unconsciously flirtatious. Ryan shoved the clipboard down again in front of his spronged dick. “Bye.”

Ryan turned up his mouth corners. “Bye, Trojan.”

The wide, dark eyes glanced up toward his cap brim. The dimples flashed, and then he was gone, striding out the open door of the meeting room and down the hall toward the entrance.

Breathe, Star, just breathe.

 

 

STAR WALKED into a bar. Sounded like a joke, and it sure as hell was. Who went to a gay bar at 7:00 p.m.? He looked around the place. Only half empty. Not too bad. He nodded at the tattooed, bearded bartender and slid onto a stool. He and the big bartender weren’t buds, but he remembered the guy from the previous couple of visits to the Emerald. Emerald. That was a joke. This place could barely make it to rhinestone. But Ryan liked it because it wasn’t exclusively gay. If somebody he knew came in, he had plausible deniability. Not that he was completely in the closet. But the gap in the door was pretty narrow. The captain knew and a few acquaintances. But nobody else at the PD. That was one lesson he’d learned the hard way.

The bartender pushed a mug of beer in front of Ryan without asking. Ryan nodded, took a sip, and turned to survey the slightly grimy interior. Any candidates? One hooker twink made up with blush and eyeliner smiled at him. Ryan looked away. Not his type. He should have waited until later to come here, but if he’d hung around Laguna, he sure as hell would have shown up at the Winter Fantasy again. He’d come up with fifty reasons so far why he should go collect more clues, and every one of them involved JJ LaRousse. Shit. He did not do this. No fucking where he lived. But speaking of his type… that LaRousse hunk was it down to the ground. Big and butch but still pretty. Man, that kid had it.

Ryan turned back to the bar and sipped from his beer. He still didn’t know for sure if JJ was gay. How could he find out? No asking around. The closet door wasn’t that open. And why did he care?

“This seat taken?”

Ryan looked up at a biker-type guy complete with leather vest, boots, and chains. A couple of days’ growth on a pugnacious chin didn’t detract from a certain animal magnetism. Ryan glanced around. Eight or ten other empty seats at the bar, some with no one on either side. “I guess it’s taken now.”

The guy grinned and sat on the stool. He was only about five foot eight. Smaller than Ryan by a few inches, but really buff. Major biceps popped out below the tight sleeves of the white T-shirt he wore under his vest. Not bad. The biker stuck out a hand. “Smith. John Smith.”

Ryan took the hand. Hard calluses, so not a wannabe biker. Good. “Jones. Tom Jones.”

They both laughed.

Ryan leaned in. “Can I buy you a drink, John?”




Chapter Two

 

 

JJ RUSHED through the gates of Winter Fantasy with his two strands of Christmas lights. People were lining up, and Ralphie sat at the ready on his stool, prepared to take tickets. JJ pulled the cap from his jacket pocket. “Thanks so much, Ralphie.”

“No problem. You sure you don’t need it anymore?”

JJ waved toward his now solid brown hair that curled around his ears. “Nope, took care of the problem.”

“Hey, I kind of liked the pink. But it looks good.”

“Thanks, Ralphie. Gotta get to work before the hordes descend.”

He walked into the main square of the winter art and craft fair, held on the same grounds as the famous summer Sawdust Festival. Wow. Fairyland. The central exhibit booths had been removed from the lawn area and a wonderful Santa’s Village was set up, complete with fake snow and evergreen trees and a Santa’s house. Santa Claus stood at the side of the square drinking a soda, clearly getting ready for a line of anxious kids and their parents.

The Santa made him think of the robbery, and that made him think of Star. Those intense blue eyes, the broken nose, the thighs thick enough to send him into fits of gay-boy fantasyland. JJ sighed. Thinking of Star would not get his work done, and besides, it was stupid.

He took off at a trot down the path to the booth.

David and Rod were already holding court for other exhibitors, chatting and drinking some of the champagne they’d be serving for the grand opening. Jeez, they looked great. David wore a brilliant floral kimono over jeans so tight they might have been sold in the paint aisle. The guy was the kind of handsome that made you gasp. Rodney sported his usual rock group T-shirt under a bright chartreuse leather jacket. His holiday-colored bangs flopped over his face. Nobody had to ask these men their sexual orientation. They made Out and Proud into a national anthem.

David looked up as JJ stepped into the booth. “Hi, dear. I see they didn’t lock you up.”

JJ grinned and unrolled the twinkle lights he wanted to string in his village display.

Rod peeked around JJ’s shoulder and stared at his hair. “But they did make you conform to prison dress code, I see. What’s with the hair, dear?”

JJ shrugged. “I just decided against the pink.”

Rod flipped his red-and-green bangs out of his eyes. “Hmmm. At least you look smashing.”

JJ smiled. “Thanks.” He’d worked hard at selecting his perfectly worn jeans and the crisp white shirt with a slightly outsized collar that he wore turned up in back. Over it all, he’d layered a canary-yellow denim jacket.

David touched the lapel of his jacket. “This is to die for, love. Wherever do you find these great clothes?”

“I have to have some fashion secrets. My budget is so microscopic, I need to find hidden sources.” He didn’t reveal it had been right in the Laguna Thrift Shop. A jacket like this in a forty-two was unheard of, but there it was.

He strung the last of the lights, plugged them in, and stepped back. Perfect. He’d managed to focus the little twinklers around each piece of doll art. The effect was terrific. But he’d also clustered some of the dolls on the counter right at hand and eye level so people could buy spontaneously.

“Jayyyy Jayyyyy.”

JJ looked toward the call and sighed. The McMillan twins were cute as hell, but he had mixed feelings about the little twinks. “Hi, Bobby. Hi, Robin.” Of course, those feelings only came after he’d had a double blowjob that sent him to another solar system.

He walked over to where the two guys stood on the edge of the booth. Bobby wore pink from his tennies to his silk shirt. It looked good, if totally flamboyant, with his bleached white hair. Robin affected black. His big blue eyes peered out of a circle of dark guyliner and from behind a curtain of dyed midnight hair. The twins were crazy, but artists of some quality. David had even hung two of their pieces in the gallery.

Bobby twisted like a kid prying a candy out of his nanny’s tight fists as JJ walked up. “Hi, sweetheart. Want to come play with us later?”

JJ glanced at Robin, who stood twirling his hair and gazing into space. Bobby was JJ’s biggest fan, but in truth, JJ was more attracted to Robin’s dark, brooding style. With Bobby, JJ mostly wanted to swap hair-styling tips. Their friendship was one of convenience, although Bobby wanted more. Bobby seemed to sense that JJ preferred Robin, so he always brought him along as bait. Sad for Bobby. Good for JJ. “Sure. Want to meet at my place? I get off at about ten thirty, after I close.”

“Us too. We’ll meet you.” Bobby batted his lashes. Robin gave JJ a sideways glance full of hot promise. Shoot. JJ said he was tired of twinks, but he liked these guys a lot. It was tough to pass up double trouble.

The “boys,” as everyone called them, waved at Rodney and David with plenty of air kissing and then walked down the aisle with their hips swaying. Guests stared, but flamboyant gay men were as much a part of the Laguna ambiance as the winter festival. The tourists ate it up.

JJ tossed the packaging from the lights into the recycle bin and walked over to where David and Rod sipped champagne with a patron. Rod gestured with his elbow. “Grab some champagne.”

JJ tipped the bottle from the counter and splashed a couple of inches of bubbly into a flute. Better stay sharp. Tonight was for special patrons and VIPs, so it promised bigger potential sales than most of the Winter Fantasy. He rejoined the others. “Hi, Mrs. Esterhays. How’s it hangin’?”

Carlotta Esterhays, the most dignified lady on earth, laughed. She loved it when JJ teased her. “Sadly, my dear, it’s hanging much too far down.”

“Not that I can see.” He winked at her. Her trim jeans and floral jacket complemented her ladylike style.

“You charmer.”

David sipped. “How are the boys?”

JJ grinned. “Evil as ever.”

Mrs. Esterhays smiled. “They’re adorable. I even bought one of their paintings, didn’t I, David?” He nodded, and she looked up at JJ. “So, JJ, will you come over to my house soon and make some decorating suggestions?”

“Umph.” He spit champagne and had to juggle to keep it from spilling on his jacket. “Seriously?”

She laughed and nodded at David. “Will you tell your employee to not sell himself short and learn to accept new commissions with aplomb?”

David shrugged toward JJ. “What she said.”

JJ stood up tall. “You know I haven’t graduated yet.”

She smiled. “My dear, you had more style and taste even before you went to design school than most of the students will have when they finish. And I love being a pioneer.”

JJ swept a grand bow. “Mrs. Esterhays, I’d be delighted to view your residence and make suggestions commensurate with your exceptional taste.” His heart beat so fast he could hear it hammering in his ears.

“Much better. Can you come this week? Will you let him off, David?”

“Off? Carlotta, I fully expect him to recommend many outrageously expensive objets d’art available only from the Underwood Gallery. He’ll be working hard, my dear.”

“Yes, gang up on me. I love it.”

JJ sipped the champagne. His first real commission. Of course, Mrs. Esterhays was a doll baby who just wanted to be kind, but still. She had a great house, and he couldn’t wait to get his hands on it.

She nodded toward the beautiful painting on the back wall of the booth. “What do you think, JJ? If I hang one more painting of a delicious nude man in my house, will my family have me locked up for perversion?”

JJ frowned elaborately. “As your decorator, I can assure you one can never have too many nude men, and—oh my God!” JJ felt his mouth drop open. Carlotta, David, and Rodney all turned their heads to follow JJ’s line of sight. JJ flapped his free hand. “No, no. Don’t look. Don’t look.”

They all turned back like they were watching Wimbledon. Carlotta put a hand on his arm. “What aren’t we supposed to look at, darling?”

Rodney cocked a hand on his narrow hip. “We’re not supposed to look at the hunky policeman who is walking directly toward this booth pretending like he’s not sure where he’s going.”

David turned his head. “Ooh, ohh, I want to see the hunky policeman, please.” He glanced over his shoulder. “My, my. We are going for the lean and hungry ones, aren’t we?”

JJ wanted to die. Ryan Star ambled down the path toward their booth but, just as Rodney said, he was looking idly at jewelry, inspecting tree ornaments, and exchanging an occasional word with the artists manning the booths. His outfit defined casual. Slim jeans hugged that pair of nicely muscled thighs and defined a package that more than filled out the denim. Yum-my. His blue sweater would bring out the summer sky in his eyes, and it sure showed off his beautiful pecs and narrow waist.

Rodney whispered, “Looks to me like somebody made an effort to look real good.”

JJ fluttered and then grabbed one hand with another. “Sweet god of Calvin Klein, he’s wearing a scarf.” The deep paisley was idly looped around his neck twice. A definite fashion statement.

Rodney leaned in. “In case you were wondering if Mr. Put-Your-Hands-on-the-Wall-While-I-Frisk-You is gay.” He laughed.

Carlotta joined in the sotto voce conversation. “You mean to tell me that dark and dangerous-looking creature is gay? Oh my, I think he’s yours, JJ.”

JJ hissed, “Come on, you guys.” Just how brave was he?

Ryan stopped at the display across from theirs. JJ walked over to the edge of their booth, breathing deeply all the way. Deep-voice time. “Hello, Detective. Did you decide to take in the Winter Fantasy in a less-official capacity?”

Star looked up like he hadn’t known JJ was there. Maybe the others were wrong and he just happened by. Star smiled. “My best witness. How’s it going?”

“Oh, the Winter Fantasy has barely started, really. This is just a preview night, but it usually attracts a big audience.” Shoot. Star was making small talk, not asking about JJ’s sales record. “Uh, I mean, great. How about you?”

Star sauntered over to JJ. “I’m good. I’ve never been to this winter thing before, so I thought I’d check it out. They were nice enough to invite the police.”

“Well, sure. You guys keep us safe.” Jesus, he was such a dork.

Star grinned. “What’s good to see? What shouldn’t I miss?”

“Oh well, I’ve barely been out of our booth so far, but be sure and see the demonstrations of glassblowing and decoration making. They’re always fun.” Shoot. Why would Star care? The guy oozed macho. “And there are some great handmade wine racks and beer containers with team logos.”

“No shit? Where?”

JJ felt a hand on his arm. David stepped up beside him. “Hello, I’m David Underwood.”

Star took David’s offered hand. “You own the gallery.”

“Yes. And thank you for all you’re doing to bring the thieves to justice. If someone gets away with robbing one exhibitor, we’re all vulnerable.”

“It’s my job.”

David flashed the breathtaking smile that had wooed a thousand customers. “Yes, and you do it well. I couldn’t help overhearing you asking for suggestions on things to see, and I thought I should spare JJ for a little while to show you around. After all, first visits are special.”

JJ swallowed hard. Obvious much?

Star looked up at JJ. “That would be great. Thanks. I’d appreciate a tour.”

David clapped his hands. “Oh, good. Go, go.” He made a shooing motion.

Sinking into the ground and dying would be good, but JJ really did want to walk around with Ryan Star, so he nodded. “Okay, thanks, David.”

JJ wanted to take Star’s arm, but maybe that wasn’t something an alpha male would do. He kind of wagged a hand. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”

JJ guided Ryan a few booths down, where the walls were hung with paintings of female figures on rough wooden surfaces. “These are two of the best artists in the Winter Fantasy. One of the artists paints the figures, and the other does the scenes. Isn’t it cool how they put them together?” JJ forced himself to hold his hands still, but he loved these artists so much.

Star cocked his head and stared at a large painting with two abstract female figures against a line of trees. “It’s interesting, but I kind of liked that painting in your booth better.”

“Oh, that’s Rodney Mansfield. He’s called Roman. Yeah, he’s one of the best in California. We’re the only gallery in Laguna that carries Roman.”

“Does he always paint nude guys?”

“Pretty much. That’s what he’s known for.”

Star just nodded. “I don’t know much about art. My place looks like it was abandoned by its previous owner and never reoccupied.” He barked a laugh.

JJ thought that was sad, but he didn’t say so. “So let me show you some of the non-art stuff.”

They walked up and down the nonlinear aisles until JJ finally found the booth that had a whole back wall of paintings, T-shirts, and other memorabilia featuring sports team logos.

Star walked right into the booth. “Hey, this is great. Do you like the Chargers?” He pulled down a cap sporting a blue-and-yellow logo with something that looked like a lightning bolt.

JJ nodded automatically. “Oh sure.”

Ryan walked to the person manning the booth and pulled money from his pocket. So Star must really like the Chargers. JJ looked around frantically. A blanket folded on the back counter said San Diego Chargers. Oh good. At least he now knew they were a San Diego team. Football? Sounded kind of footbally. Baseball teams had less active names like Dodgers or Yankees. He’d heard of those. Of course, it could be basketball, but JJ knew the local team was the Lakers.

Star walked out of the booth while ripping the tag off the cap. He stopped beside JJ and looked up. “Here.” He reached up and put the cap on JJ’s head, then grinned. “You looked so good in that USC cap. Thought this blue would be even better.”

Oh my heart. “Thank you.”

Ryan started walking down the aisle again, and JJ, complete with cap on his brown hair, fell in beside him.

Ryan glanced at JJ, then away real fast. He had a funny expression on his face. Scared? Apprehensive? “Uh, maybe you’d like to go to a Chargers game some weekend?”

“With you?” It came out like a squeak. Cool, JJ, you idiot.

“If you’d rather not go someplace with a cop, I understand.”

“Oh no, nothing like that. Uh, I’d love to go… sometime.” Holy shitcakes, was this happening?

Star smiled. “That’s great. How about Sunday?”

JJ felt half disappointed and half relieved. “Oh damn. I have to work here on the weekends.”

Star shrugged. “Sure, I understand. No biggie. I just happened to have tickets.”

Oh my God, Ryan Star actually looked a little disappointed. JJ wanted to clutch his heart but resisted. “I’ll see if I can get the day off. Okay? I mean, it’s not every day I get to go see the, uh, Chargers, uh, team. I’ll talk to David.”

A dimple flashed in Ryan’s right cheek. “Great. Just let me know.”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How shall I let you know?”

“We could walk back to your booth and ask, I guess.”

Oh no. David would bust a gut at the idea of JJ going to a sports game with Ryan Star. “Uh, no. I’d better ask him privately. I don’t want to put him on the spot.”

“Good idea. Umm, do you think he’ll let you?”

“Oh sure. He’ll see what a great opportunity it is.”

Ryan gave that bark of a laugh. “You kidding? I’ll bet that guy never went to a sports event in his life.”

JJ raised an eyebrow. “Actually, his partners are pro volleyball players, and he met them at a tournament.” JJ didn’t mention David had never been to a volleyball game before that.

“Partners?”

“Yes, he’s gay.”

Star frowned. “I knew that. But you said ‘them’ as in more than one.”

“Yes, he lives in a poly relationship with two great guys from Australia.”

“No shit? That’s pretty amazing.”

“David is pretty amazing.” JJ looked at his watch. “Which reminds me, I better get back to the booth before he fires my ass.” Not that David ever would, but Star could think so.

“Let me see your phone.”

JJ pulled out his smartphone in the lime-green case. Uh-oh. Not exactly a Stallone-ish choice. Star glanced at JJ, then took the phone and keyed in a number. He added the name Star. “Call me when you know about Sunday. I could pick you up, or we could meet somewhere.”

“Great. Sure.” JJ stuck out his fist. Ryan looked a little startled, then bumped it. “So maybe I’ll see you Sunday.”

Ryan nodded. “Yeah. Yeah.”

Star turned and walked a couple of steps. He stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Hope so.” And he walked away toward the entrance to the grounds.

O. M. G. JJ wanted to sit down in the middle of the sawdust. Did he really see that look in Ryan Star’s eyes when the guy said those two words “Hope so”? Something that looked like he cared if he saw JJ again?

JJ certainly cared if he saw Ryan again. But what the hell? A Chargers game? How could he ever fake his way through that?

He took off at a run and made it to the booth in seconds. Rodney was talking to a few customers and David was on his cell, fingering the twinkle lights in JJ’s display. JJ took a deep breath. Finally, David hung up and JJ pounced. “Oh my god of the last kid chosen for kickball, Ryan Star asked me out.”

David grinned. “Of course, I’m a champion matchmaker.”

But what if…. “Actually, I’m not sure it’s a date. I mean, he asked me to go with him, but it could be just a guy thing, you know?”

“Tell me what he said.”

“He said he could pick me up, or we could meet somewhere.”

David screwed up his smooth forehead. “Hmm. That’s too neutral to tell. What else? Where’s he taking you?”

JJ’s grin defined sheepish. “A Chargers game.” JJ grinned anxiously. “That’s football, right?”

“You’re joking, darling?”

“It’s not football?”

“Yes, it’s football, but you’re seriously considering going to a football game?”

“Yes.” JJ’s hands started to flutter. “Oh God, David, what am I going to do? I don’t know anything about it at all.”

“About what?” Rodney stepped up next to David.

David glanced at his miniature friend. “Football. Somehow JJ has managed to get himself invited to a football game.”

JJ wailed. “And I don’t know the first thing!”

Rodney shrugged. “Simple.”

JJ frowned. “What’s simple?”

“Just ask Jerry. He’s the magical knower of all things boringly athletic. He will be your guru of football. Mick might help too.”

Of course, their good friends Jerry and Mick could cram some facts into JJ’s head.

David threw an arm around Rodney’s shoulder. “Brilliant. You’re brilliant, my dear.”

Rod smiled, then looked up at JJ’s head. “And speaking of football, where on earth did you get that ridiculous cap?”

JJ shrugged. “Ryan Star bought it for me.”

David whooped. “That’s it. In answer to your question, Detective Star is taking you on a date.”

 

 

RYAN TOOK a sip of his beer and stared at the TV over the top of his propped-up feet. The game was boring. But maybe it would be less boring if he stopped glancing at his phone and concentrated on the plays. The guy would either call or he wouldn’t. No biggie.

Hell, who was he trying to kid? Ryan stood up and paced the few feet into the kitchen, threw away the empty, and grabbed another beer from the fridge. He stared at the bottle and rested the side of it against his cheek. The cold felt good, because just thinking about JJ in his tight jeans and yellow jacket heated up Ryan’s blood.

He’d already broken a shitload of personal rules just by asking out Mr. JJ LaRousse. The guy was obviously deeply involved in all things Laguna. Hell, that gorgeous flaming queen who owned the gallery was already trying to fix them up. There were bound to be a lot more people sticking their noses in. Ryan hated that. Nobody needed to know his business. But instead of getting a perfectly good blowjob from a perfectly good biker, he’d flown out of that Santa Ana bar and headed straight for Winter Fantasy like it was the only address in his GPS. He was cracked.

The harsh bell on the phone sounded, and Ryan had to catch the bottle before it hit the floor. He cleared the space between the kitchen and his board-on-two-bricks coffee table and grabbed the phone. “Hello.”

“Ryan?”

He could feel his shoulders tensing. “Yeah. This JJ?”

“Yes. I checked with David, and I can go to the game on Sunday.”

Weirdly, Ryan felt like laughing. “Uh, good. That’s good. Shall I pick you up?”

“Why don’t you come get me at the Winter Fantasy? That way I can help David in the morning before we go.”

“Okay. Yes. I can do that.” Stop blithering, idiot. “How about 10:00 a.m.? That gives us time to drive to San Diego, park, find our seats, and get something to eat before the game.”

“Sounds wonderful, uh, great. I’ll have to be back in time to close up. Is that possible?”

“No problem. Good. See you then.”

“See you.”

Ryan waited to see if JJ would say anything else. For a second they breathed at each other. “Okay, bye.” He hung up and took a swig of his beer. He’d never been this happy at breaking his own rules. But then, he still wasn’t positive the guy was gay.

 

 

“OH GOD, I just learned about the one-point kick and now you’re telling me about a two-point conversion? I’ll never get this straight.” JJ leaned forward on Jerry’s coffee table—the one JJ had picked out—and buried his face in his hands. Maybe he shouldn’t have canceled his date with the McMillan twins. A good orgasm would have relaxed him.

Jerry’s strong arm came across JJ’s shoulders. “Hey, man, no problem. You’re getting it just fine. Besides, the guy isn’t gonna care. I’ll bet he’s interested in you, not your football credentials.”

Mick, Jerry’s partner, looked up from the armchair where he’d been doing math problems that he said relaxed him. Mick was huge, even bigger than JJ, platinum blond, awkward, and sweet. Nobody ever could have socialized him except Jerry, the kindest, coolest, and most gorgeous firefighter alive. Mick nodded. “I agree. He just wants to be with you.”

JJ shook his head. “No, not true. I’m not even positive he’s asking me on a date. He may just want a football companion, and, oh God, I don’t know a two-point conversion from two yards of chiffon!”

Jerry put down the pencil he was using to draw a football diagram and stood up. “You want some iced tea?”

“Yes, please.”

Jerry walked across the littered apartment to the kitchenette and pulled out a pitcher from the small refrigerator. God, what a handsome guy. Blond, athletic, and laid-back. Jerry was the epitome of the classic California surfer. Between him and Mick, how much more alpha could two guys get? But Jerry and Mick were gay, and hardly anybody thought anything about it.

Jerry poured three glasses of tea, put the pitcher away, and walked back to hand glasses to JJ and Mick. JJ sipped. “Thanks. Maybe I can do another round of decorating to help make the apartment fit the two of you better.” JJ had already brought Jerry’s place out of the locker room and man cave stages.

“That would be cool. I’d like Mick to have the place any way he wants it.” He smiled softly.

Mick gazed back. “I love it just the way it is. Can’t imagine it being better.”

JJ smiled. “Let me think on it.”

Jerry drank from his glass. “You sure you want to do this whole pretending thing? If the guy doesn’t like who you are, fuck him. Hey, I learned that with Hunter, man. I tried to get him by acting like a big intellectual. Hell, that worked for about a minute.”

JJ shrugged. Rodney and Hunter had ended up together despite Rod’s best efforts to screw it up by fixing up Hunter with Jerry. Of course, that was pre-Mick, or rather, when Mick had been acting like an SOB. Long story. JJ sighed. “I kind of like this guy. It won’t hurt anything, will it?” Jeez. He wasn’t sure he believed that himself.

Jerry glanced at Mick, then looked at JJ sideways. “I guess not. Except you could end up watching football for the rest of your life.”

He had a point. That did sound pretty crappy.

Jerry picked up the pencil and starting making x’s and lines on his football diagram. “Okay, what does offside mean?”

JJ took a deep breath and recited, “It’s a foul where the player is on the wrong side of the line of scrimmage when the ball is snapped.”

White teeth shone in the tanned face. “Hey, good job.”

JJ ran his hands through his too-long brown hair. “But what the hell is a scrimmage again?”




Chapter Three

 

 

JJ FOLLOWED Ryan down the stadium steps, admiring the play of muscle in the cop’s tight butt. This was it. Showtime. Talk about mixed feelings.

Ryan stopped at a row close to the front of the tier and pointed in. “These are our seats. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll go back and get us something from the bar.”

JJ’s deep voice had almost become second nature. “Sure. Great.”

JJ slid into the row. Wow. You didn’t have to be a football fan to know these were great seats. Fortunately, Jerry had told him about the club level of the stadium, and this was it, complete with bar.

Everything up until now, JJ had handled. Or he hoped he had. The ride south had been amazingly relaxed. JJ got Ryan talking about crazy cop experiences, and the time had flown. When they got to the stadium, food had been the top agenda item. They’d considered the famous barbecued ribs, but the line was too long, so they settled for some fish tacos. The tacos were delicious, and the conversation had ranged to their favorite restaurants in Laguna, favorite movies, and TV shows. JJ had suppressed the desire to gush about Project Runway and agreed that Ice Road Truckers might be worth a try. Right.

“I got us a couple beers.”

JJ looked up as Ryan slid in beside him and handed him a beer.

“Thanks. These are great seats. They must, uh, set you back a bundle.”

Ryan shrugged. “I don’t have much to spend my money on. No family. Don’t gamble. Don’t care that much about cars.”

Thank God. If JJ’d had to learn about carburetors, he might have given up. He sipped the cold brew. The day was California winter warm, and the beer tasted good, although he wasn’t much of a beer drinker. He pulled his new Chargers cap farther over his eyes and adjusted his sunglasses. “No hobbies? You look like someone who might be athletic.” And JJ wanted to be an athletic supporter.

Ryan shrugged. “I go to the gym and box to keep in shape. My only real sport is skiing. Cross-country.”

“No kidding, uh, shit.”

“Ever done any?”

“No.” And he didn’t plan to if he had a choice. Cold, wet, and slippery. What an inhumane combination.

“Big, athletic guy like you? It would be a snap.”

The announcer’s voice sounded, and they both faced front. The teams were going to come in now, JJ was pretty sure.

The guys in blue-and-white started to run onto the field. Oh my, the way those narrow butts looked in the tight pants was positively appetizing.

Ryan leaned over. “Who do you like? Any favorites?”

Okay, JJ was prepared. He took a deep breath. “Rivers, of course. He’s a great leader. Bound to make it to 5000 yards this year.” Oh sweet god of boys who like to sew, what did any of that mean?

Ryan nodded. “Amen. What about Gates?”

JJ sipped his beer to sort through his memory banks. “Best tight end to ever play the game.” He held his breath.

“You said it.”

Whew. JJ gazed at the field. “Of course, quite a few of those guys look like tight ends.”

Ryan looked at him with his mouth open and then started to laugh. “Yeah. You got that right.”

The coin toss. The kickoff. Wow. That ball went all the way to the end, and a guy caught it. Cool. They all went farther down the field. Yep, just like Jerry had said. The guy in the center—the quarterback, probably—threw the ball. It soared through the air and some lean player caught it and started running like a son of a bitch. Holy shit. Two guys slammed him to the ground. That looked painful. JJ resisted the urge to close his eyes. He’d seen football on TV, of course. His dad had loved it. But JJ’d never paid much attention. In these good seats, the game was in his face.

Somebody came out and measured the field. A lot of people, including Ryan, moaned. He leaned over to JJ. “That was close.”

“Yeah.” Close to getting killed?

The players got back into lines. JJ could hear the cute one, the quarterback, calling out numbers. Some big guy in the front line moved. A yellow cloth flew through the air.

JJ whispered, “Offside.”

Ryan glanced over at him and smiled.

The announcer’s voice rang out, “Flag on the play. Offside.”

Holy shit. He’d gotten it right. Thank God for Jerry.

The whole crew of men moved and then got back in their line. A bunch of stuff happened at once, and JJ couldn’t follow it until everyone on their side leaped up so he did too. The announcer called “first down,” but it sure looked like about a hundred guys went down getting there.

Ryan leaned over. “I didn’t think they could make that one, after the foul.”

“Me too.” What? Good Lord, pretending was hard.

The whole line reassembled. The cutie stepped back and threw the ball a long way. The lean, fast guy ran out and caught the thing, which was clearly a miracle. He headed down the field like a jackrabbit with a pack of bulldogs on his heels. Shit, one bulldog came out of nowhere and tackled the rabbit, and then five other guys piled on. Whistles and yells sounded from their side and cheers from the other.

Then a groan and the crowd got quieter as the bulldogs pulled off and left the rabbit lying there in a heap. He didn’t get up. Oh no. JJ grabbed Ryan’s arm. “He’s hurt.”

“Yeah. Looks like it. Shame. He’s a great wide receiver.”

Receiver, hell. He was a gorgeous, fast-as-lightning black kid who had just got beaten to a pulp in a stupid game. JJ wanted to jump up and scream.

A stretcher was carried onto the field. Some guy put a collar around the player’s neck, and then they picked him up and put him on the stretcher. Hell, they didn’t look nearly careful enough. The crowd murmured and shifted. JJ looked around. They were uncomfortable with his being hurt, but it didn’t seem like they felt sorry for the player, exactly. It was more like they wanted to get on with cheering, and this moment of required sympathy was an imposition.

He looked at Ryan and found those blue eyes gazing at him. JJ’s hand was still locked on Ryan’s forearm. He loosened his fingers. “Sorry.”

“You okay?”

“He just looks hurt bad.”

“Yeah. But they take a lot of precautions, so he may be up and ready to walk and run by the end of the day.”

“And he may not.”

“Yeah.”

The game continued, but JJ couldn’t stop thinking about the player who got hurt. He jumped up when Ryan did and cheered in the right places, but the game had lost its luster. The fun all came from Ryan being next to him. Having the man so close sent JJ’s dick into a constant state of anticipation. Lean to the left, lean to the right, stand up, sit down, fight, fight, fight. Just like the cheerleaders at halftime—who could have used a costume redesign, by the way.

Ryan got them another beer. JJ so wished he could ask for a nice Chablis. But when Ryan sat back down, he got closer and his thigh pressed against JJ’s. Would he move? JJ held his breath for a count of thirty, but Ryan just sipped his beer and let the hard muscle of his thigh send JJ into cock orbit. JJ took the scarf off his neck and draped it across his lap.

Ryan glanced down and got this little smile on his face. The next time the team made a first down, neither of them jumped up. Just cheered in their seats. The score was pretty heavy in the Chargers’ favor, so it wasn’t exactly exciting. But Ryan Star’s thigh was like a fifty-yard touchdown.

Somewhere around the second half of the fourth quarter, Star dropped a hand onto his own thigh. The next big play, that hand slid until it rested against JJ’s leg. Ryan’s fingers moved. Might have been an accident. Might not.

Finally the Chargers scored a crazy difficult touchdown that won the game, and Ryan and JJ had no excuse for not jumping up. Damn. JJ might never forgive the game of football. Of course, he already had some serious beefs with it, although the announcer had told the crowd that the hurt player was okay and resting in the locker room.

Ryan let JJ pass in front of him to get out to the aisle. JJ felt a warm hand on his back. Tingle city. Ryan murmured, “Have time for some early dinner?”

Did he? “I guess so. I need to get to the Winter Fantasy to close things up. David doesn’t know the procedure.” He grinned. “But a guy’s got to eat.”

Ryan nodded. “My philosophy exactly.”

They got in the car and fought through the crawling lines of exiting fans, then drove up the freeway to the town of Del Mar. JJ glanced sideways toward Ryan. The afternoon sun really showed the slight pitting in Ryan’s skin. It also showed the strong line of his nose and jaw. The guy was really great-looking, if not at all pretty. And the body. Oh god of Michelangelo. Ryan’s forearms were ripped with tendons that stood out in hard muscle covered with a soft smattering of dark hair. And there were those thighs again, straining the denim in his jeans as he manipulated the pedals on the conservative gray Chevrolet. Clearly a professional car.

Hard not to dream about leaning over and mauling Ryan in some major way, preferably involving lips and dicks. But was this guy for JJ? Hell, Ryan loved football, and one game was enough to convince JJ that pigskin was only for wall coverings. Maybe David and Rod were right. Pretending might not have been the way to go.

Ryan turned off the coast road near the ocean into a parking garage. “You like Italian?”

“Love it.”

Ryan maneuvered into a space, turned off the car, and smiled at JJ. “I figured a growing boy like you couldn’t live without a little parmigiana. Come on.”

The restaurant turned out to be on the second floor of an open shopping mall. The place smelled deliciously of spices and had a sun porch with a view to die for. It was so early they got a table by the window with no waiting. Ryan asked for veal parmigiana, and JJ ordered salmon prepared with an Italian sauce and a glass of white wine. When he asked for the wine, Ryan kind of looked at JJ sideways, but shoot, he didn’t want to have another beer he didn’t like when he was paying. Good thing he had a little money on his credit card.

When the waiter left, JJ asked, “How’s the investigation going? Has Santa Claus come to town?” He grinned.

Ryan shook his head but still smiled. “We actually found the last-known address for that weasel you identified from the photos. He’s not there anymore, but the place is in Laguna, so we might have the right guy. You helped a lot.”

“Glad I could.”

The waiter brought their drinks. Ryan held up his beer toward JJ. “To believing in Santa Claus.”

That was pretty cute. JJ clinked his glass with Ryan’s and took a sip. “You’re not from California, are you?”

Ryan adopted a heavy Nu Yawk accent. “What gave you de foist clue?”

JJ laughed. “The accent a little, but someone told me you were from the big city. Why did you leave?”

Ryan pointed out the window at a big flock of pelicans flying low over the water on the other side of the road. “What’s not to like?”

“Being a policeman in little Laguna Beach must be a big change from New York City.”

A crease appeared between Ryan’s eyebrows. “Yeah, and all for the better.” He stared at his glass, then kind of shook himself and smiled. “What about you? How long have you lived in California?”

“I was born here.”

“In Laguna?”

“No. In Brea. But I moved to Laguna as soon as I could.”

“Why?”

He didn’t want to go there, so he grinned. “What’s not to like?”

They looked at each other. That topic seemed depleted. JJ moved on. “Did you study criminology or law enforcement in school?”

The waiter brought food, and they paused for napkins and first bites. Oh, really good. “This is great. I’ve never been here before.”

“Glad you like it.”

“So in school….”

Ryan shrugged. “I actually have a degree in psychology. Weird, huh? But I went straight to the academy as soon as I graduated.”

“Why? What sparked your interest?”

“My dad was on the force. He really wanted me to do the same. He didn’t live to see me graduate from the academy, but he was proud I went.”

“I’m sorry. He wasn’t killed in the line of duty, was he?”

“No. Heart attack. Cops have crappy lifestyles as a general rule. It didn’t do him any favors.”

“So, your mom?”

Ryan looked at his food and shook his head. “She died of cancer when I was ten.”

“Jesus, that’s tough.”

Ryan smiled, but it didn’t get to his eyes. “I’m a tough guy.”

JJ put a hand on Ryan’s arm. “Still….”

“Thanks.”

JJ retrieved his hand and took another bite. Clearly Ryan Star didn’t like sympathy.

Ryan swallowed a mouthful of beer. “So, your parents alive?”

Jesus, JJ had been with twinks only interested in sex for so long, he’d forgotten what conversation with a guy was like. It wasn’t necessarily fun. “Yeah. They’re alive. So tell me about skiing.”

That made the tough guy smile. He started talking about the cleanness of the experience, the smell of the trees, and silence in the backwoods. Ryan was positively eloquent, and JJ loved listening. Ryan almost made it sound fun.

They finished their meal. Couldn’t do dessert because JJ had to get back, and they were pushing their time limit.

The waiter brought their check, and JJ reached for his wallet. Ryan put his hand on JJ’s arm. “No way. This is mine.”

JJ shook his head. “But you bought the tickets.”

“I asked you. My treat.”

“Thanks so much.” JJ wanted to flutter his hands like a helicopter. It seemed like Ryan did think of this as a date. Oh God, he might faint.




Chapter Four

 

 

WHEN THE waiter brought back the check, Ryan signed and then guided JJ to the door.

JJ smiled over his shoulder. “I’m sorry to cut this short. I’ve had so much fun.” True, if he didn’t count the football part.

“I’m glad you did.” Ryan’s arm brushed against JJ’s sweater, and the touch felt like little sparks flew.

They walked into the dimly lit parking garage and got in the car. Ryan just sat there staring at the steering wheel. Finally he looked up at JJ. “Something I keep meaning to ask you.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you gay?”

Holy crap. Ryan Star couldn’t tell he was gay! “Sure. Why?”

Ryan got this soft smile. “Because if you weren’t, I’d probably think twice about doing this.” He reached out a hand and wrapped it around JJ’s neck. As he pulled JJ closer, Ryan moved forward. Oh sweet god of meeting in the middle.

Their lips touched softly, then heated. Ryan slid his hand up JJ’s neck and tangled his fingers in JJ’s too-long hair as he angled his mouth and settled down to business. Serious business. Ryan’s mouth got all devoury and ate at JJ’s lips. He pressed that hot tongue in deep and deeper. JJ’s half boner sprang to full attention, and he brought both hands up to cup Ryan’s face. Ryan pulled JJ as close as the console allowed, then sat back, gave a little half moan, half growl, and dove back into the kiss.

Oh Jesus, any thoughts JJ had about backing out of this impending relationship, or whatever it was, burned up in his balls. This guy was one hell of a kisser. Imagine what else he could do. And that something else sounded way too good right now. He’d passed up the twins for a bit of law enforcement, and his cock wanted to testify. But shit and damnation, he had to get to the booth. JJ ripped his mouth away and sat back. “I’m so sorry. You have no idea how much. But I have to get back to the Winter Fantasy.”

Ryan was breathing hard. “Yeah. Sorry, I got a little carried away.”

“Anytime.”

Ryan glanced up and JJ grinned.

Like a scene from a car-chase movie, Ryan backed out of their parking space and screeched around the ramps to the exit. He fished for money to pay the guy in the booth, pulled out on the highway, and made it onto the freeway heading north in record time. JJ glanced over. Ryan’s jaw was set and his cock was spronged. Damn.

They were traveling at a good speed when Ryan pulled over to the second to the right lane. Odd for the speed demon. Ryan looked at JJ and then brought his hand across the console, found JJ’s zipper and, in one pull, had the whole thing down. Holy…. Before JJ could catch his breath, Ryan had dug into his fly, loosed the beast from its underwear cage, and was pumping JJ’s cock like he was giving it CPR. And he was, because that hand could save a man’s life.

“Holy crap!” JJ threw his head back against the seat and tried to breathe. Hard and steady, the pumping action boiled juice in his balls and straight up JJ’s spine.

Ryan chuckled and whispered in his growly voice, “You like that, big guy? Sometimes you just have to be creative to get what you want.”

That tricky devil, choosing the lane where they could go slow and not have to deal with so much traffic. Of course, trucks would get an eyeful, but what the hell? Oh God, it felt so good. But no way was he getting all the goodies. JJ reached over an arm and unzipped Ryan.

The cop looked down with wide eyes. “You figure I have driving control of steel?”

“I trust you.” He stuck a hand inside and, holy moly… “You’re commando!”

“Yeah. I don’t like underwear much.”

“I’m not complaining.” JJ grabbed a nice, thick penis. “You’re packin’ there, Detective.”

“Always prepared—holy shit!”

JJ grinned. He had big, strong hands, and he wrapped one tight around Ryan. Stroke and stroke. Ryan’s eyes widened, but he kept staring at the road. JJ watched his own hand pumping Ryan’s thick cock, then looked down into his lap where Ryan was starting a bonfire with JJ’s wood. This had to be the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Probably the dumbest too, but right now he couldn’t care less. Driving down the freeway doing a double jerk-off. The smell of sex filled the car and went straight to JJ’s head. His hips danced under Ryan’s hand like they had their own mind.

Ryan made funny little noises. But he kept his eyes glued to the freeway like it was his path in life. His breath came faster, and his hand in JJ’s lap pumped harder.

A big semi whizzed past in the right-hand lane, and JJ looked up at the driver. But the guy didn’t turn his head. Might have been fun if he had. Ryan’s hips pumped up just as much as his foot on the gas would allow. JJ didn’t have any such restriction, and he was bobbing and weaving while lightning bolts of pleasure flashed through his cock with every stroke of Ryan’s hand.

Ryan took his hand off JJ’s cock and grabbed JJ’s pumping hand. “Hold on. Go slow or I’ll come, and that could be very bad for my driving record.”

“Okay.” JJ barely got the words out, because Ryan’s hand was back on his cock.

“Just let me take care of you, big guy. It’s fun for me.”

“I think it’s way more fun for me.” JJ let his head fall back against the seat, his hands went limp by his sides, and he surrendered to Ryan’s one-handed dick massage. Lord, this was so great.

Now that Ryan was no longer being spurred on by JJ’s pumping, he added more finesse to his technique. Wow. Ryan caressed JJ’s glans and then found the leaking tip and pushed in. Sweet. No, hot! Sweet and hot. JJ moaned. “I’m going to come. Stop if you don’t want me to.”

Ryan glanced at JJ with a grin, then looked back at the road. “Oh no. I need my reward for a job well done.” He tightened his hand and wanked one, two, three.

“Sweet god of happy gay boyyyyysssss.”

JJ kind of heard Ryan laughing, but, man, was he busy. His balls exploded their juice in a fiery stream into Ryan’s hand as jolts of electric pleasure seared up his spine. His hips thrust up as the orgasm flashed through him, and then he collapsed back so hard it was a wonder he didn’t wind up in the back seat. “Oh. My. God.”

Ryan kept chuckling as cum dripped between his fingers. “Just in time. We’re almost there.”

“My cock is gasping for breath.”

“I think I about strangled little JJ.” Ryan looked over. God, it was so great when Ryan smiled. He looked like he was eighteen and playing a schoolboy prank. “By the way, little JJ isn’t so little. You’re hung, my man.”

JJ looked out the window. They were almost to the Winter Fantasy. “Pull over on that side street.”

“Why?”

JJ smiled. “I’ll show you.” He reached in his pocket for a condom. Ryan barely got the car in park before JJ grabbed his half-mast penis, still sticking out of his jeans. JJ started cranking that puppy like he was starting an engine.

“Whoa, cowboy.” Clearly, Ryan’s cock was not interested in whoa because it sprang to full size with a couple of touches.

“I’ve only got a second, and I want to return the favor.” JJ slid on the condom before Ryan could open his mouth and sucked that thick rod so far down his throat it was tickling his tonsils.

No more protests from Ryan. His grunts and moans filled the car and drove JJ to new heights of oral excellence. It didn’t take long.

“Oh shit, JJ. Shit. That’s so good. Oh crap, don’t stop. Don’t—” Ryan’s head flew back, and JJ wished all that hot cum was filling his mouth instead of the condom. He kept sucking gently and lapping until Ryan’s yells got soft and died away.

JJ nuzzled Ryan’s now softened cock with his nose, pulled off the condom and tied it, and then sat back in his seat. “I hate to say it, but I have to go to work.”

Ryan raised his head slowly. “I hate to hear it. Man, that was some blowjob.”

“Thanks. I was inspired.” He slid a tissue from his pocket and wiped his hands.

“I’ll say.”

JJ sighed. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“Did your being gay have something to do with you leaving New York?”

A crease appeared between Ryan’s dark brows. The guy did not like talking about himself. “Something, yes.”

JJ nodded. “I’ll bet it’s tough being a gay cop in New York.”

“It’s no amusement park ride anywhere.” Ryan tucked his soft cock back in his pants and zipped up before looking back up to JJ. “My turn. Do you avoid talking about your parents because they hate you being gay?”

“Totally. We don’t talk much, and I’m fine with that.” Well, kind of fine.

Ryan nodded. He started the car, and they drove the block to Winter Fantasy in silence. A silence that felt a lot like understanding.

When they got to the gates, JJ looked at Ryan and smiled. He got a grin back before the tough-guy face returned. “Uh, any chance you’d like to get together again sometime?”

Wow. A second date. “Sure.” That was one of the forty words JJ wanted to say, including how thrilled he was and how he’d try to make it wonderful and…. “That would be great.”

“I’ll call you.”

“Okay.” JJ took a deep breath and forced his hand to open the door of the car and his feet to hit the ground. He looked back and smiled again and got a returning nod. Channeling Hugh Jackman in Wolverine, he walked away from the car with a powerful stride. Five steps out of sight and Wolverine became the Boy from Oz. JJ rushed down the aisle. “David, Rodney, oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!”

 

 

RYAN WATCHED the guy walk away from the car. He should drive off, but no way could he miss the show of that flexing ass. Even his thoroughly drained cock wiggled at that beautiful sight.

Right there in those tight jeans was the definition of a bad idea. Why the hell was Ryan risking everything to get involved with Mr. JJ LaRousse? The guy seemed cool and easygoing, but there was something about him that whispered of holding hands on the beach, discussions about feelings, and commitment—Ryan’s idea of a four-letter word.

Still, he’d asked for another date. Shit. What had he been thinking? Easy. He wasn’t thinking. That flabby weasel in his pants was in charge, and JJ’s blowjob, rushed as it was, would go into Ryan’s personal record books. The weasel wanted another one. And more.

Ryan shrugged. Besides. He kind of liked the guy.

Since he was only a couple of blocks away, he drove to the station. Going through case files sounded good. Normal.

He parked and walked into the station. The young officer at the desk gave him a big smile. Not long out of the academy. What was his name? Geno-something. Oh, Genovese. “Evening, Officer Genovese.” Cute kid. Probably about JJ’s age. Of course, Ryan was only twenty-eight—which often felt like a hundred.

Genovese about flipped the chair standing up. “Good evening, Detective. Please. Uh, I’m Alberto, but they call me AG.”

“Thanks. I’m Ryan.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Ryan smiled and walked into the hall toward his cubicle. Hero worship felt weird to him. Especially when he was the hero.

“Star.”

He stuck his head in the office. “Hi, Cap.”

She looked up from some papers in front of her. “Thought this was your day off.”

“Same to you.”

“Did you have a good day?”

“Yeah, went to a football game.”

“Oh, did you take one of the guys with you?”

“No.”

She grinned. “With the tickets you have, I’d think they’d be lining up.”

“No, I took a, uh, friend.”

She cocked her head. “Good. Glad to hear that. So why don’t you bring your friend to my house for New Year’s?”

Shit. This woman was a holiday minefield. “Thanks, but like I said….”

“You’re busy.”

“Yeah.”

She crooked a finger at him. What the hell did she want now? He stepped in. She motioned toward the door, and he closed it. Her wide, pleasant face looked serious. “When are you going to come out around this place?”

The frown hurt his face, it was so tight. “Probably never.”

“How do you expect things to change when you don’t let people who admire you know you’re gay?”

“They wouldn’t admire me anymore.”

“Give them some credit. I could use your help mentoring one of the other guys who’s also gay.”

He snapped his head back. “No way. I’m no wet nurse.”

She shook her head. “How can you ever have friends if nobody knows who you are?”

Shit. “I don’t need friends.” He put his hand on the door. He was so out of there.

“Man, those guys in New York sure messed you up.”

He stared at her. “Yeah, well, I pretty much had to choose between being gay and living.”

“I’m sorry, Ryan. It’s different here.”

He shook his head once, hard. “It’s different nowhere!” He walked out of her office. Shit. He turned left, walked past the kid without a wave, pulled open the door, hurried into the lot, and climbed into his car. Breathe. She meant well, but he didn’t need to open that door. He dropped his head onto the steering wheel. What about JJ? What about that proposed date with the tight ass in the blue jeans? That was a crack in the closet as big as a fucking semi. He’d lost his mind. Time to put the lid on that.

 

 

JJ POINTED to the high windows looking straight out at the ocean. What a view. “I think we can use roman shades on these, Carlotta. During the day it will look like they’re uncovered, but when you want privacy, you can lower them and be nice and cozy.”

Carlotta leaned back on the sofa and looked at JJ. “As if I need privacy, dear. No one wants to see what I’ve got, and I haven’t had an indecent proposal in years.”

JJ winked. “You never know when that may change.” Carlotta Esterhays might be eighty-three, but she loved change, growth, and new ideas and had the money to support them.

“Speaking of change, dear, whatever happened with that delicious policeman we were all drooling over? Did you end up going out with him?”

JJ swallowed hard to keep the pain out of his voice. “Yes, but no go. He said he’d call. He didn’t. La-la-la. I’ve heard it all before.” He picked up the tape measure and pretended to take the dimensions of the window he’d already completed. Didn’t want Carlotta to see him cry.

Her voice filled with compassion, and it ripped at his heart. “I’m so sorry, JJ. I think you really liked the man.”

“I’ve liked guys before. I’ll get over it.” He knelt behind the couch in a great show of measurement expertise and wiped his eyes.

“I hope you can stay for lunch, dear. I’ll go check with Millie and see when it will be ready.” He heard her get up and walk toward the kitchen. What an amazing lady. So kind. Giving him some space to recover himself. Time for a deep breath. He really wasn’t going to cry. Even Ryan “Mr. Disappointment” Star wasn’t allowed to take the fun out of his first big decorating commission.

He stood and walked into the entry. The two wooden-slatted Nelson benches he planned for the long narrow entrance of her home had already arrived. They looked wonderful, if he did say so himself. His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. Who the heck? David wouldn’t bother him at Carlotta’s.

He pulled out the phone. Okay, that’s what people meant by “his heart stopped.” The display said Ryan Star. Should he answer? Well, hell yes.

“This is JJ.”

“Hi, it’s Ryan.”

“Hello.” What should he say? It had been over a week since he saw the guy and sucked his fucking cock. Three beats of silence felt like eternity.

“Look, I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“I said I’d call and I didn’t. Until now, I mean.”

He took a deep breath. “You don’t owe me anything. We had fun. Sometimes things click. Sometimes they don’t. Thanks for calling.”

“Did they not click for you?” Ryan’s voice sounded breathless.

JJ sat hard on the bench. “I didn’t say that. But I assumed you were.”

“No. No. It’s just that… I’m not completely out of the closet. I mean, some people know I’m gay, but not so much at work, and I never date guys in Laguna. Actually, I never date guys, period.”

Well, shit. “So why did you ask me out, for God’s sake?”

“I guess I thought if somebody saw us, it would just be two guys at a game. I mean, you’re really my type, JJ. I like you. It’s just, you know.”

JJ sighed. Ryan’s type. The type that could go to a football game and look at home. Hell. “Look, I understand. But I worked too hard and suffered too much to come out. I wish you lots of luck. I won’t tell anyone anything except for the people who already know, and I’ll make sure they stay quiet, okay? I had fun. Thank you for the evening.”

“Okay.”

He’d just said everything he would have made up if he’d practiced for an hour in front of the mirror. Why didn’t he feel better? “Bye.” He hit End just in time to catch the tears flowing down his face with a tissue.

He wiped, blew, looked for a trash can to no avail, and stuck the tissue in his pocket. Maybe lunch was ready. The phone in his hand buzzed. Oh my God. He clicked. “Yes?”

“I don’t want to do this. Will you have dinner with me?”

His heart pounded. “I’m working late. It’s Art Walk night.”

“I go on duty at midnight. How about a drink at the Shell Bar after you close? We can, you know, talk or something.”

JJ almost laughed. Talking. The ultimate horror for the alpha male. Did he want to do this? Ryan said JJ was his type, but Ryan had no idea who JJ was. Sadly, Ryan probably wouldn’t like him if he did. Why was JJ doing this to himself? Masochism? Or did he want a guy like his father to care about him? Whoa. That was way too close to the truth. Still…. “Okay. I get off at ten.”

“See you at ten fifteen.” Ryan’s voice sounded lighter. Younger.

“Okay.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.” JJ disconnected. How could something so stupid make him so happy?




Chapter Five

 

 

PASSING OUT was an option. JJ had barely breathed since he left the gallery after cleaning up more than a hundred wine glasses and walked the three blocks to the bar. He looked up at the sign. The Shell had a gayish vibe, but a lot of straights went there too, so Ryan could preserve his macho image. Hell, Ryan was macho. Being gay didn’t make a guy a pansy. Look at Rodney, Hunter, and Jerry. It just happened that JJ was a pansy. All pink and purple and multipetaled. Just ask his dad.

Breathe. In, out. Okay. JJ pushed open the door and stepped into the narrow building. The bar dominated one side of the room, and about fifty people had clearly not gotten enough to drink on the monthly gallery crawl, so they were getting their fill here. JJ was taller than most people, so he looked out over the crowd for Ryan’s dark hair.

Ryan popped his head up from one of the booths in the back on the other wall and waved. JJ pushed through the crowd until he arrived at the table. Ryan sat there with a full glass of what looked like cola in front of himself and a glass of white wine in the place across from him. Now that was cute.

Ryan rose out of his seat as far as the table would let him. “I ordered while I had the waiter. Really crowded tonight.” He sat back down.

“Yes. The Art Walk leftovers.” JJ slid in. The booth was far in the rear of the bar, so while there were people behind him, Ryan’s seat backed against the wall. Music played at a shy-of-the-threshold-of-pain decibel level. Good luck talking.

Ryan sipped his soft drink. “I had a great time the other day. I don’t want you to think I didn’t.”

JJ shrugged and sighed. “I hear the ‘but’ about to arrive.”

Ryan shook his head. “No. Not exactly. I just don’t know how to make it work. You know, I mean, seeing each other and all. Like you said, you have one lifestyle and I have another.”

Hell, if Ryan only knew. “So why did you want to see me?”

“Jesus, I don’t know. I didn’t want to talk over the phone. I guess I thought you might have an idea. Assuming you wanted to, you know….” He waggled a finger back and forth between JJ and him.

JJ stared at that finger. That finger was asking if JJ wanted to see Ryan on the sly. If he wanted to sneak into Ryan’s apartment and suck his cock while pretending to be his good buddy in public. The cock-sucking part sounded really good. The rest? Not so much.

JJ shook his head. “No, I don’t have any ideas either.” He glanced up in time to see a flash of something painful cross Ryan’s face.

Ryan nodded. “I understand.” He gave a half smile. “At least, I’ll try.”

JJ sipped his wine. It tasted bitter. The guy sure gave up easy. JJ had hoped he’d been meeting Ryan for a date. What a joke. “So how’s the case?” Might as well make small talk.

“We got a tip that the weasel you spotted, Earl Shrug, was seen in Laguna. We’ll catch him. Just a matter of time. We never could have gotten this close without you.”

JJ wanted to escape and cry. “Glad I could help.” He glanced at his watch.

Ryan’s cell was lying on the table. At that moment it buzzed and vibrated a couple of inches. He picked it up, looked at what must be a text, and frowned.

“What is it?”

“Domestic disturbance near here.” He took a sip and pushed the glass away. “I imagine I’m the closest to this, and I start work in an hour anyway. I better get it. These domestic things can be tricky, and I have more experience than some of the other guys.”

JJ shuddered. Domestic disturbances. Such a fucking polite name for something so ugly. “Sure. I understand.” At least he could go home and stick his head under the pillow.

Ryan threw money on the table. JJ let him. What the hell? At least he could pretend they’d had two dates.

Ryan glanced at the text again. “I’m really sorry to run off like this.”

“It’s okay. Really.”

“Jaaaayyyy Jayyyy.”

JJ cringed. He knew that voice, and the arrival of the twins did not promise good luck for keeping Ryan in the closet. “Hi, guys.”

Bobby slithered up to Ryan as he exited the booth. He slipped an arm through Ryan’s and pressed against his side. “Hello, darling. Where have you been all my life?”

JJ tried to sound professional. “Bobby, Robin, this is Detective Ryan Star. He’s investigating the robbery and wanted some more information from me.”

Bobby smiled, but he did remove his arm with some speed. “Ooooh. Thank you for protecting us, Detective. Those robbers took a lot of valuable things from several booths.”

Ryan frowned. “Did you lose valuables?”

Bobby laughed his musical trill. “Oh no. We paint ever so big canvases. He would have needed a flatbed to rob us.” He laughed again.

Robin flipped back his deep black bangs and looked Ryan over from his hard shoes to his short hair. “Are you leaving, darling? Because we’ll take over JJ from here.”

If his heart hadn’t hurt so bad, JJ would have laughed. Talk about your blatant claim. Ryan Star looked… what was the word from English novels? Oh yes, nonplussed. Good. Go chase your bad guys and leave me the hell alone.

For one blissful, good-for-JJ’s-ego second, Ryan hesitated. He looked at JJ, then at the twins. The boys might be flamboyant, but they were gorgeous. Ryan started to say something, shook his head, picked up his phone, and walked out.

Shit and amen.

The twins slid into the vacant seat. Robin looked at JJ. His voice was always silky and cool. “That was fascinating. Taking an interest in law enforcement, are we?”

JJ shook his head. “No, I was able to identify a possible suspect. He just had some more questions.”

Bobby bounced as he waved at the waiter. “Oooh, cool. JJ LaRousse, boy witness.”

Robin looked pointedly at his watch. “Questions at ten thirty at night at the Shell Bar? The police are more thorough than I remember.”

JJ just shrugged. Both Bobby and Robin were smart as hell, but Robin missed very little.

The waiter arrived at their side in record time. Clearly, he knew the twins. “Hi, boys, what can I get you?”

Bobby gestured grandly to the table. “All three of us need Cadillac margaritas, dear. Large and right away.”

JJ held up his hand to protest, but Bobby grabbed it. “I said right away.”

The cute waiter grinned. “I’m on it.”

Bobby still held JJ’s hand. “You’re looking a little beat-up, darling. Tough day?”

“No, actually I got to work on my first big commission today.” He tried to smile. Had to get the twins off the scent.

“Really? Oh tell us everything.”

JJ started to talk. The waiter arrived with margaritas, and two sips sent fiery little rivulets into his blood. Describing all the things he was doing in Mrs. Esterhays’s beautiful home took some sting out of the evening. The rest of the drink went down real easy.

Robin leaned over the table and put his hands over JJ’s wildly gesturing ones. Oh yeah, he was supposed to keep those hands still, wasn’t he? No. Not anymore. Not any-fucking-more.

The dusky voice purred. “Why don’t we all go to your place, JJ?”

Well, hell yeah. Robin gave the best head in Laguna, and Bobby loved to be fucked while his brother loved sucking. That’s what JJ needed. Sex, and a lot of it.

Bobby got up from beside his brother and slid in so his thigh pressed against JJ’s. JJ felt a hand slip into his lap and grip his balls through his jeans.

“Shee-it.”

Bobby smiled and whispered, “That’s what you need to get you right. My ass on a platter.”

Robin leaned closer. He could whisper since the sound level had decreased in the past half hour, along with half the crowd. “How would you like us to line up like good soldiers and you can fuck both our asses? Doesn’t that sound like fun? It does to me.” Oh man, that voice was melted milk chocolate. JJ might prefer to bottom, but topping both twins sounded excellent tonight.

He sloshed down the last of his drink. “Yeah, sounds really good.”

Bobby slid out of the booth and pulled out money. Wow. JJ got to have two pretend dates in one night. Why did he feel like crying?

Loud voices sounded near the entrance. JJ looked around the edge of the booth. Some guy was talking to three people at the bar and gesturing wildly.

Robin scooted over and popped up beside his brother. They both smiled at JJ.

A little woozy, JJ stood, righted himself, and headed toward the front door, feeling the twins’ hands on his butt.

“Yeah, I saw some of it.” The guy by the bar had wide eyes. “Imagine a shooting in Laguna. That doesn’t happen much.”

What? JJ touched the guy’s arm. “What shooting?”

“Some crazy guy was waling on his wife and kid, and this cop tried to calm him down. The crazy dude pulled out a damned gun and fired a couple of shots. Shit.”

JJ knew his grip was tightening on the man’s arm, but he couldn’t stop himself. “What happened to the cop? What happened?”

“I don’t know. A bunch of police cars arrived right then. I couldn’t see anything. I didn’t even know the guy who tried to stop it was a cop until later. He was in plain clothes.”

“What did he look like?”

The guy shook off JJ’s hand. “Cool it, buddy. Dark hair, I think. I couldn’t see too well.”

Ryan! JJ didn’t even look back at the twins. He ran out of the bar. The police station was five long blocks away. He took off like a six-foot-four-inch rabbit. Crap. No. Not Ryan.

Breathing hard, he got to the low Spanish building and pushed the door open as if he were a linebacker on that damned football field. A nice-looking kid at the desk looked up, startled. “Can I help you?”

JJ gasped for breath. “Ryan Star? Is he okay? I heard there was a shooting.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t share information about our officers.”

JJ’s hands fluttered like a hummingbird. “Just tell me he’s okay, dammit!”

“Sir, I’m sorry, there’s—”

“I’ll handle this, AG.” JJ looked up at the soothing female voice. She smiled. “I’m Captain Albright. Are you a friend of Ryan’s?”

JJ nodded his head. It wasn’t quite the truth, but what the hell.

“He’s okay. He’s still on duty and filling out a lot of paperwork. You can imagine.”

“But he wasn’t hurt?”

“No. He’s, uh, fine.”

JJ grabbed one hand with the other. “What do you mean, ‘uh, fine’? What does ‘uh, fine’ mean?”

She walked around the front desk and took JJ’s arm, leading him outside. Oh shit, this didn’t feel right.

She looked up at JJ with an expression that somehow managed to be both tough and compassionate. Easy to see why she was in charge. “What’s your name?”

“JJ LaRousse.”

“Like Jamison LaRousse, our witness?”

“Yes.”

“Well, JJ, Ryan had to shoot a man. The suspect is alive, but it’s not easy shooting people, ever. Shootings are very rare in this town, so it’s been a shock all around.”

JJ frowned. God, he hated violence. “If Ryan shot him, he deserved shooting.”

She smiled. “I agree with you, but why do you say that?”

“He’s tough, but he has a good heart.” JJ looked at his tightly clasped hands. “At least, I think he does. I don’t know him very well.”

“You know him well enough to come running here to make sure he’s okay.”

There was that. “We were together. I mean, I was meeting with him to, uh, discuss the Winter Fantasy case when he heard about the, uh, domestic disturbance. When I heard about the shooting, I guessed it was Ryan. Detective Star.”

She cocked her head and smiled. “He’ll probably be home by five or six.”

“I don’t know where he lives.”

“Oh.”

JJ shrugged. “Thank you very much for telling me he’s okay. I really apprecia—”

“It’s 807 Cherry Hill Circle. Top floor.”

“What?”

“That’s where he lives. In case you wanted to check on him.” She smiled. “Everyone needs a friend.”

“Wow. Thank you, Captain.”

“My pleasure. You need to write it down?”

“No. I remember: 807.”

“Yep. And thanks for being such a helpful witness.” She walked back into the police station.

 

 

CRAP. HE felt like crap. Ryan dragged his body up the stairs of his condo. It was a converted house made into two units, and his was on top. Great view, if you liked that kind of thing. Today he wished his bed were more comfortable.

He hit the second rise of stairs and stopped. Propped against the banister was a body, and beside it was a big shopping bag. Big body. Ryan’s hand went to his holster and flipped open the restraint on his gun.

The body didn’t move. Dead? No, it was breathing. Ryan took one more step.

Well, hell, he recognized the pretty brown hair falling over the high forehead. He resnapped the holster latch and reached out and nudged JJ’s shoulder. “JJ. What are you doing here? JJ?”

Big eyes opened. What a gorgeous guy he was. “Oh, hi, Ryan.”

“Don’t you know that sleeping outside a policeman’s house can get you shot?”

JJ grinned. “You wouldn’t shoot me.” The guy was still half-asleep. Ryan made no guarantees on the shooting thing. Shit.

“How long have you been here? And now that I think of it, how the hell did you get here? I never gave you my address.”

JJ stretched. All those lean muscles wanted to pop out of the blue sweater he was wearing, kind of like Ryan’s cock was showing an interest in popping out of his pants. “I went to the police station, and your captain gave me your address.” He looked at his watch. “I guess I’ve been here a couple hours.”

Ryan’s mouth was still opening and closing like a damned fish. “She what? They’re not supposed to give out my address.”

JJ shrugged. “I’m irresistible.”

Hell, he sure as fuck had that right. “So why are you here?”

“Wanted to see how you were doing.” He pointed at the bag. “I brought food.”

Damn the man. “I’m fine. You can see I’m fine. They must have told you I’m fine.”

“Yeah.”

“So? Why are you sleeping on my stairs?”

“You don’t look fine. You look like shit.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“What have you got to eat in the house?”

Ryan frowned, but it was tough to not crack a smile. “None of your business.”

“I’ve got some eggs and bread and bacon in this bag. I’m also a good cook. Open your fucking door, and I’ll make you breakfast.” JJ put his hands on his hips and looked for all the world like a very tall mother.

“Okay, okay.” Truth was, he felt like shit, and somebody feeding him sounded like heaven. No, JJ feeding him sounded like heaven.

Ryan opened the door and stepped aside. JJ walked in. He stopped and looked around. “Wow. Some view.”

“Yeah.”

JJ’s handsome head slowly turned from side to side. Okay, maybe the place was a little… spartan. JJ looked at Ryan with an eyebrow raised. “Doing our decorating at Ace Hardware, are we?”

Ryan looked and tried to see the place like JJ would. Blocks and boards with books on them; blocks and boards as a coffee table; thrift store sickly green-colored couch… and a $5000 flat-screen the size of Utah. “Got something against lumber?” He had to grin.

“Let me go get the rest of the food.”

JJ walked out and left the front door open. Ryan went into the bedroom and tossed the sheets and blanket over the unmade bed. He picked up a couple of stray articles of clothing and stuffed them in the overburdened hamper. Why the hell was JJ here? Ryan had left him in the hands of those twins last night and figured that was the end of it. More important, why the hell was Ryan so happy to see him?

The sound of pans banging came from the kitchen as Ryan undressed and got into the shower to wash the crappy night off him. Jesus. How did this night happen? People didn’t carry in Laguna. How could that asshole have had a gun in his waistband? Like Ryan had told the investigators, the man must have planned to use it on his wife and kid. Otherwise, no way he would have had it on him. Ryan leaned his head against the tile wall. Pulling that trigger? Shit, it took him back.

“Breakfast in five minutes.” The voice came from outside the slightly open bathroom door. Hey, JJ could have come in. He could have come right into the shower and given Ryan some appetizers before breakfast. Ryan slapped a hand on the cool tile. Get over yourself, asshole.

He turned off the water and stepped out into the sunny white space. His crappy decorating couldn’t ruin this room. The black-and-white tile and the sink that sat on top of the counter instead of in it had come with the house. Of course, his towels looked like the Army had used them before he got them. When had he quit caring? A fucking stupid question.

He put on some sweats and a T-shirt. No way he was dressing up just because JJ wanted to make himself at home, but when Ryan stepped into the hall, the smell made him think maybe a tux might have been in order. Shee-it, his mouth watered.

He walked out to the living area and stopped. On his coffee table were two placemats. Were those his? Black coffee steamed in cups, and JJ walked in from the open kitchen with a couple of plates heaped with food. He set them down and put mismatched forks beside them with some paper napkins from the stack Ryan kept on the counter. He smiled. “Dig in.”

Another stomach rumble. Who knew he was hungry? “This smells good.”

“Tastes better. Try it.”

Ryan sat cross-legged on the floor so JJ could take the couch, but the guy slipped down onto the hardwoods Indian fashion. Ryan grabbed the coffee like his next heroin fix. God. Rich, with the sweet edge of bitterness he loved. “Who made this coffee?”

“I did.”

“It’s not takeout?”

“Nope.”

JJ took a bite of eggs and chewed.

Ryan was almost scared to taste them. He raised his fork and slid the eggs into his mouth. Not just eggs. Some peppers and tomatoes and some kind of… “Cheese?”

“Feta.”

“Wow.”

JJ was grinning, but he didn’t ask if Ryan liked it. It was pretty obvious. Ryan tried a bite of some baked thing. It was great too, but not as good as the eggs.

JJ motioned toward Ryan’s mouth. “I didn’t make that. Bought it at the bakery.”

They ate in silence for a couple of minutes, but the food tasted so good it didn’t even feel uncomfortable.

“Want more?”

Ryan leaned back. “No, thanks. I’m good.” The truth was he had been starving, but his food wasn’t sitting too well.

JJ picked up the plates, piled the cups and forks on top, and carried everything into the kitchen. Ryan started to get up to help, but he felt dizzy. He scooted over to the couch and managed to get on it and put his head on the arm.

JJ came back in and frowned. “You look gray.” He walked over to the couch, sat on the far end, picked up Ryan’s feet, and deposited them in his lap.

Ryan raised his head, then had to put it right back down. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Rubbing your feet.”

“You’re joking.”

JJ smiled. “Don’t you like your feet rubbed?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re kidding.”

JJ looked so amazed, Ryan felt kind of weird. Was it that strange to have never had a foot rub? His family weren’t touchers, and his love life hadn’t been full of touchy-feely moments.

JJ smiled. “It will be my pleasure to awaken a foot rub virgin.” He began to rub. Ryan laughed and pulled one foot away. “Stop.”

“Hang on. It gets better. Just testing the landscape.”

“The landscape is ticklish.”

“Ah, good to know.” Then JJ dug his thumbs into Ryan’s arch.

“Holy shit.”

Those strong hands rubbed, stretched, and caressed. Ryan moaned. “Sweet Jesus, this may be better than sex.”

JJ shook his head. “No. I’m better at that.”

Ryan believed him, but right now…. “This is just what the doctor ordered.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Naw.”

“Come on. My dad used to beat my mom. I know what it’s like.”

Ryan startled. JJ said it so matter-of-factly. Poor kid. “That’s tough. Sorry.” JJ kept rubbing. Ryan’s eyes closed. God, it felt so damned good. Maybe he wanted to tell JJ. “I went to the house that I got the call on. The wife had managed to get her kid out to the lawn, I guess trying to escape. The man had caught them. He was beating on that woman, and the little boy was trying to stop him. As I came up, he hit the kid across the face and sent him flying.” Jesus, he hated when parents hit kids. Men hitting women was just as bad. He took a deep breath. Those big hands felt so great.

“I grabbed the kid and put him behind me and approached the guy, talking quietly. Sometimes wife beaters are really drunk, and that’s what I expected, but this guy was cold sober. Mean as piss. I called him ‘sir’—that made my teeth itch—and tried to get him to let the woman go. He was focused on me, just staring, and suddenly the woman pulled away and ran.” Ryan’s breath came hard, but JJ’s thumbs dug into the soles of his feet, soothing him and letting him continue.

His breath grew short. “At that second, the guy reached for a gun in his pants. I didn’t even have my weapon drawn, since I knew that would freak him. I wasn’t sure if he planned to shoot me or her. I’m not sure he knew either, but by the time I drew my revolver, he focused on me.” God, Ryan could feel the hot city streets under his feet. “He fired. I dodged and shot back. He missed. I didn’t. He fell, and I thought he was dead. End of story.”

“How terrible.” JJ’s voice was soft.

“What?”

“Having to shoot someone.”

Ryan tensed. “It’s part of the job.”

JJ kept rubbing. “I’ve read that most cops never draw their weapons in the course of their careers.”

“Not in New York City.” The bullet came toward him like slow motion.

JJ’s voice came from a long way off. “But this isn’t New York. This is Laguna Beach.”

“What?” He could smell the burn. The perp grimaced as Ryan’s finger squeezed the trigger.

“You don’t expect to have to shoot a man in Laguna.”

Ryan’s gut heaved. His partner, Louis, stood behind the perp with a strange expression on his face and no weapon in his hand. Bile rose in Ryan’s throat, and he slapped a hand over his mouth.

“Ryan. Are you okay?”

Ryan felt a strong arm under his shoulders.

“Gonna be sick.”

“C’mon.” JJ reached down and picked him up. Shit, the guy was actually carrying his ass. He wanted to stop him, but his stomach heaved. One second later he was kneeling on the cool tile and tossing his cookies in the toilet. Just like he had on that hot street three years ago.




Chapter Six

 

 

JJ WIPED the cool washcloth across Ryan’s forehead and pulled the covers over his bare shoulder. “Feel any better?”

Ryan looked half-annoyed and half-embarrassed, and it wasn’t clear which emotion would win. “Yeah. Thanks.” He turned his head away from the cloth and reached up and grabbed it from JJ. “I’m okay. I just felt nauseated.”

“Hope it wasn’t my cooking?” JJ laughed, but Ryan’s abruptness hurt. He’d just wanted to help.

“No. I probably forgot to eat today, and when I ate your great cooking, my stomach went into shock.” The stony expression lightened a little.

JJ smiled.

Ryan looked at his hands. “I really appreciate you coming over and cooking for me and stuff.”

JJ wanted to say My pleasure. “Sure.”

“You work today?”

“I go in at two. Since I worked late at the Winter Fantasy.”

“Yeah.”

Sigh. “So I’ll go and let you get some sleep.”

“Yeah.” Ryan looked up at JJ, his eyes so hooded he could barely tell they were blue. Under those covers the guy had on nothing at all. JJ knew that, too well. After he’d helped Ryan into the bedroom and sat him down, JJ had gone looking for some pajamas or something in the chest of drawers, since Ryan had messed up his sweats in the bathroom. When JJ’d turned back, Ryan was under the blanket. He might have underwear on, but not likely considering his stated dislike for boxers or briefs.

Right now the bed covers had an interesting tent-like structure in the center. Hard to keep his eyes off it.

He should go. This was a hardassed man with whom JJ had nothing in common. Hanging around could compromise every battle he’d fought to be himself. His gaze crept back to the big-top tent.

Why had he come over anyway? Stupid, simple answer. Because he cared. And Ryan didn’t care. Not for the pretend JJ or the real one. Lying there, looking delicious, was heartache on a platter. “Bye.”

He stood from the edge of the bed and walked to the bedroom door.

“Don’t go.”

JJ stopped dead. He wouldn’t have bet on hearing those two words. Now that he had, did they matter? If he’d been a woman, JJ would say Ryan only wanted him for one thing. But then, a lot of guys only wanted JJ for one thing, and the difference was, he wanted this guy back. Badly. Pretty much all the time.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

The rough tone of Ryan’s voice made JJ freeze. No, wait. He wasn’t a kid anymore. He turned back toward Ryan, who had propped himself up on his elbow. “Why do you want me to stay? So you can fuck me and not remember who I am tomorrow? I can have meaningless sex with people who actually like me.” Shit, did he just say that? A hand came up to fan his face but he squeezed it into a fist, turned, and walked out the bedroom door.

“Please.”

Two steps down the hall, JJ barely heard the voice. His feet stopped. His heart too. He walked back into the room. Did he really see pleading on Ryan’s face?

The guy shrugged. “We don’t have to have sex. Would you just stay for a little while? I… I could use the company.” Ryan shook his head. “No, I mean I could use your company.”

Well, hell. JJ took a couple more steps toward Ryan.

“I do like you, JJ. You know how I know that?”

JJ shook his head.

Ryan gazed at his hands. “Because I hardly like anybody, so you stand out.”

JJ sighed. Yeah, Ryan liked this macho JJ who would stand up to him. No way he’d like the guy who was scared of spiders and any kind of violence.

Ryan looked up again. “What you did. Coming here to check on me and making me breakfast. That was one of the nicest things anybody ever did for me.”

Okay, that was really sweet and kind of sad.

“Sorry I upchucked it. I think last night got to me a little.”

“You had to shoot a man. That can’t be easy.” At least, he hoped it wasn’t.

 

 

RYAN STARED at the big, beautiful guy with his sweet face and comfortable certainty. Ryan would give a lot to have that. The words just fell out of his mouth. “Again. I had to shoot a man again.”

JJ frowned and cleared the space to the bed in two steps. He sat down. “Oh God, that’s awful.”

Ryan shook his head. Why had he said that? “It’s not that, exactly. I mean, shooting a person is awful. If it’s a bad person who’s threatening other people, it’s part of my job.” He shrugged. “You make peace with that. It whittles a piece out of you, but you accept it.” He looked into those big JJ eyes. Like a doe or something. “I couldn’t be a cop otherwise.”

JJ nodded, but there was no way JJ could ever kill anybody, so he couldn’t really understand.

“It’s something else.” Okay, he should quit now, but Ryan liked this guy. He didn’t want JJ to think he didn’t care about him at all. “I had this partner in New York, see. I mean, police partner.” He looked at JJ, who nodded.

“I thought of him as a friend. Not close but good. I was closeted at the station, but I really hated it. I got all full of myself and decided I was well enough respected that they’d accept the fact that I was gay. I came out. Some guys were okay with it, others not so much. Everybody treated me differently. My partner most of all. He asked to get a new partner. The dude wouldn’t even talk to me. It pissed me off, but I lived with it.” Ryan ran a hand through his hair.

“They didn’t want to reassign him. We’d been a good team. One of the best, and the chief didn’t want to change it. My partner was pissed.

“We got this call that some gang members were robbing a warehouse. I went in the front, my partner the back. I took out one guy. Got him on the floor and cuffed. I heard the guy behind me before I saw him. I turned, and this gangbanger was aiming right for my fucking head.” Shit. It still gave him the willies.

“The bullet barely grazed me—to this day I don’t know how he could have missed at such short range—and I fired. Killed him dead.” He took a breath and let it out slowly. He could hear it shaking.

JJ gripped his hands into fists. “That’s horrible. That you had to do that.”

Ryan shrugged. “Yeah, well, my so-called partner was standing behind the guy’s body, staring at me. He’d been there all along but never raised a hand to stop the shooter. He’d rather I was dead than him have a gay partner.”

JJ puffed air out in a stream. “Oh God. I’m so sorry.”

Ryan looked at JJ. His big eyes were watering, and he swiped at them. Gazing at that sweet face made Ryan want to leap tall buildings in a single bound, or curl up in a ball and cry, whichever came first. “I guess I wanted you to know that my being in the closet isn’t just cowardice. It’s the result of a hard lesson. I really wish it was some other way.” He gazed into those teary eyes. “You make me wish it was some other way.”

JJ sat there looking at Ryan’s face. Some war raged behind those eyes. Then slowly he lowered his head and brushed his soft lips over Ryan’s. Hell yeah. He didn’t open up much. He was no bleeding heart. But for this kind of reward, he’d learn to get California touchy-feely. JJ’s lips slid back and forth like silk on Ryan’s skin. JJ’s tongue darted out and caressed, then slipped back into his mouth. Back and forth. Soft, sweet, gentle.

Bullshit. Ryan felt about as sweet as a belt of bourbon. He wrapped an arm around JJ’s neck and pulled him down until that hard, lean chest pressed on Ryan. Good, but not good enough. Ryan scooted and prodded until JJ raised up, and Ryan slid his hips under. A little adjustment and bull’s-eye! Cock to cock with unnecessary layers of sheet and denim in between.

Ryan wrapped his arms tight around JJ’s strong back. Didn’t want him to get away. He kept kissing and set up a hard rhythm with his hips, pressing up into JJ’s groin and then relaxing just enough to make them both want it back bad. Up, throb, thrill, down. His tongue explored soft, wet recesses, and all he could hear were whimpers and mewls like he was holding a two-hundred-pound kitten.

JJ ripped his lips away but then pressed those hot hips down so hard on Ryan, he knew he’d be bruised in the best places. JJ’s lilting voice came out in a growl. “Fuck me.”

Ryan gazed into big brown eyes. “You sure? I didn’t tell you about New York to woo you into bed. Well, not entirely.” He laughed.

“Shut up and fuck me.”

“Shit, that will be my pleasure.”

Ryan rolled and managed to flip JJ under him even though the man outweighed Ryan by a good thirty pounds. The move proved not quite the success he’d imagined, since he now had covers wrapped around both of them. JJ laughed, and Ryan joined in.

He unwound himself and sat up, cock pointing toward the ceiling. “We need serious clothing removal.” JJ pawed at the covers, but he was wrapped too tight, and Ryan was sitting on the escape hatch. Ryan backed off the bed and stood up. Whoa. A little woozy. He put a hand on the dresser behind him.

“You okay?” JJ peered up from his cover cocoon.

“Yeah. Just lost some electrolytes in all that barfing.”

“You want to do this?”

Ryan pointed at his rigid rod. “Does this look like equivocation?”

JJ pushed off the covers and rose up to his knees. In one move he popped his button, slid down his zipper, reached inside, and pulled out the Olympic champion he had in his pants. Hard as nails. JJ grinned. Sexy devil. Then, with his big cock bobbing in front of him, he yanked his long-sleeved T-shirt over his head. Holy shit, look at that body. Not muscle-bound at all, but lean and the kind of ripped that suggested great genes and moderate exercise.

For a moment, JJ just looked at Ryan. Wanting approval? “You’re gorgeous, JJ.”

His belt came next. He unfastened it, and his pants drooped out from the open zipper, making a V-shaped frame for that pretty penis with his black boxer briefs tucked under his big balls.

Ryan’s mouth watered. “Lie down and let me get those pants off you.”

JJ lay back and stuck out his legs. Ryan grabbed both pant hems and pulled hard. The jeans resisted a little over his taut butt, then slid off without a whimper—unlike their owner, who had grabbed his own cock and was making little moaning sounds as he cranked it in his big hands.

Ryan threw the jeans on the floor and slipped his thumbs into JJ’s black briefs. Gone. Much better. He reached out and stilled JJ’s pumping hands. “Hang on. You’re having way too much fun without me.”

JJ stopped, reached down, grabbed his own legs, and pulled them up high on either side of his shoulders. A beautiful, beige rosette winked at Ryan. “Holy shit. What about you isn’t sexy?”

JJ gave him a funny look, then pointed at his hole. “You got something that can make this thing stop screaming?”

Ryan held out his thick baby. “I got the horse right here.”

JJ laughed. “Is his name Paul Revere?”

What? “Oh, that’s a musical, right?”

JJ kind of shrugged. Was he blushing?

Ryan leaned over to the nightstand, grabbed some lube and condoms, and tossed them on the rumpled sheets. He ripped open a package and slipped the jacket on his erection. Had it ever been this hard? It actually hurt. But not for long. He squeezed lube into his hand and scooped some on two fingers, then leaned down beside that perfectly presented ass. He wrapped one hand around JJ’s big penis and started to jack it. “Feel good?”

“Yeah, but put some fire in the hole.”

Ryan slid one finger into the tight pucker. Wow, tight was the word. He slipped in a little farther and felt the squeeze. “You’re really locked up.”

JJ looked to the side. “I, uh, top more than I bottom.”

“Hell, you want to top me?” He liked to lead, but right now, he’d do anything to have some of JJ.

“No, no, I love to bottom. I just don’t get too much chance.”

Ryan smiled and pushed that finger in deeper. “Everyone wants the big, strong man to fuck them, huh?”

“Something like that.”

Ryan leaned down by JJ’s ear. A really cute ear, all shell-like and pink. “I’ll fuck you all day and all night if you want it, baby. I’ll pound your ass till you can’t walk and don’t care.”

JJ breathed out hard. “Sounds good.”

Ryan pulled out his finger, and before JJ could even protest, he shoved in two.

“Oh crap, that’s so great.”

JJ loved it? He was going to get it. Still ramming in his fingers, Ryan squeezed the lube bottle on his own condomed cock and watched the thick fluid drip down the sides. “Ready?”

“Hell yeah.”

Ryan pulled out his fingers, grabbed his cock, and pushed that fat fuck into JJ’s tight ass. Push, pop, hot! “Holy crap!” He was inside. His whole body shuddered from the scorching pleasure flowing in wave after wave from his cock into his balls and out to every cell. “Oh, JJ.”

“Unhhhh.”

Had to fuck. Hard. Fast. His hips pumped, then pumped harder. Couldn’t get in far enough. Couldn’t pound hard enough.

JJ moaned and mewled, his eyes squeezed tight shut and mouth open. His hips rose up to meet every thrust like he couldn’t get enough either. JJ was a starving man, and it seemed like Ryan’s cock was a three-course meal, plus dessert.

Ryan set up a rhythm, fucking and fucking, sliding his dick across JJ’s gland and feeling the hot squeeze on every thrust. Sweet Jesus, this was good.

Boiling heat gathered in Ryan’s balls, but he fought it. Didn’t want to stop. This was way too great.

JJ’s eyes opened wide. “Oh God, I’m going to come. Keep doing it. Keep—oh God!” His hips rammed up onto Ryan’s cock, his beautiful head pressed back on the pillow, and hot cum squirted out of his cock pressed tight against his own belly and Ryan’s chest. “Oh, oh.”

Shit, how beautiful could you get? JJ looked transported, his eyes rolled back, his mouth wide, and lovely animal sounds pouring out of him.

That was it. Watching that intense orgasm pass through JJ’s big body clicked the control switch in Ryan’s brain and…. Shee-it! Gone. Over the edge. “Oh my God.” He froze. Couldn’t move. No control. Like somebody lit his balls on fire in a good way. Pump after pump of cum poured out of him and into the condom. Lightning flashed behind his eyes and every cell redefined pleasure. His hips kept thrusting in little rabbit fucks as he rode out the most amazing orgasm of his life.

He couldn’t hold himself up anymore. He crashed dead weight onto JJ’s sticky chest and tried to breathe.

Gradually he stopped gasping and could feel JJ’s heart beating under him. How could he be so sweet and so hot at the same time?

Oh God, he was screwed.

 

 

JJ BREATHED deeply and felt Ryan’s weight on his chest. Aftershocks of pleasure rippled through his arms and legs. This was sex to a new power. Wow. Yeah, he’d succumbed, proved what a patsy he was. Give him a sob story and he fell apart. But it was tough to find anything bad about this experience. Later, maybe.

He let his hand smooth over the taut skin of Ryan’s shoulder. What had just happened? What was it about Ryan Star that made sex irresistible even when JJ knew he was asking for heartache? Was Star just a misanthrope? The undeniable bad boy that haunted the dreams of every good guy and girl? No, that didn’t explain the odd flashes of tenderness and the well of loneliness that screamed to be filled with… love.

Still, it was great and it was over. What in the name of bewildered fruitcakes did he do now?

Ryan stirred. “Am I crushing you?”

“Uh, two hundred here. Not so crushable.”

Ryan nuzzled against JJ’s neck like a gopher. “Umm, I like that about you.”

Yeah, uncrushable body. Highly destructible heart. “Good.”

Ryan pushed himself up on his forearms and slid off JJ. A slimy condom pulled out of JJ’s throbbing ass, along with Ryan’s cock. “That was amazing.”

“Yeah.”

Ryan pulled off the condom. He rolled over and reached for a tissue on the bedside table and wrapped up the latex, then stashed it beside the clock. He rolled back and lay on his side, staring intently at JJ. “So, what now?”

“I was just wondering that myself.”

“I’ll bet. Any chance we can see each other sometimes?”

“You mean sneak around?”

He sighed. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I mean.”

JJ didn’t say anything. A tiny trickle of pain pushed behind his eyes. Not good. He didn’t trust himself to talk.

Ryan stared at the sheet in front of him. “I know it’s asking a lot, but I think we have something, uh, special. Kind of great. Hard to walk away from it, you know?”

JJ managed to make his mouth work. “The sex, you mean?”

“Yeah, that. But, hell, what I said before—I like you. You’re fun and easy to be around. We could do stuff together. You know. Two guys. Go to games and have a beer sometimes. Maybe dinner. If you want, that is?”

Did he want? Truth, he wanted Star. But did he want him any way he could get him? “We can try it, sure.”

Star’s solemn face lit up. “Hey, that’s great. Really great.”

JJ rolled the other way and sat on the edge of the bed. “Yeah. But right now, I have to go to work.” He stared at the window that looked out on some hillside trees. That way Ryan couldn’t see the tears in his eyes.

“Sorry you have to go.” JJ heard the smile in Ryan’s voice. “I could use some more rehabilitation.”

Okay, no crying. You made your choice. But, man, he knew he’d regret it later. He turned and faced Ryan with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll require long-term care.”

Ryan laughed and sat up as JJ padded around the bed and grabbed his clothes from the floor. Ryan said, “Want to catch a beer after you get off tomorrow?”

“Sorry, I have school really late.” Oh shit, why had he said that? He pulled on his briefs and hoped Ryan forgot what he said.

“School? I didn’t know you went to school too.”

Okay, no such luck. “Yeah. I’m getting a degree in, uh, art.” He pulled on the T-shirt and followed with his jeans.

Ryan cocked his head. “Oh, you paint?”

“No. Like, commercial art.” That sounded a lot more macho than interior design, right?

“You going into advertising?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure yet.” He hadn’t counted on Ryan being really interested in his chosen profession. He hadn’t counted on anything. He slid on his sneakers and headed for the door.

Ryan grabbed a pair of sweatpants from a chair, pulled them on, and followed JJ to the front door. “I work late until the weekend. Damn. I’ll call you, okay?”

“Okay.”

Ryan caught his arm and turned JJ around. His blue eyes gazed up at him. “Thank you. Thank you for, I don’t know, taking care of me, I guess. On many levels. I really appreciate it.”

JJ smiled. That made a lot of things worth it.




Chapter Seven

 

 

SWEET GOD of horny decorators, seven days with no Ryan added up to a world of frustration. JJ adjusted the display in the gallery window. It needed some work since so much of their inventory was still at Winter Fantasy. He looked up and waved to Amelia from the shop across Forest Avenue. She gave him a thumbs-up. Must be lookin’ good. The gallery wasn’t as busy as in summertime, but people still loved to buy art for the holidays.

He went back to the stockroom for some more new pieces. Jeez. Between Ryan’s double shifts and JJ’s school, work, and the Winter Fantasy, they hadn’t found a hole in the schedule to find the hole in his ass! It was hard not to think of the fact that if Ryan was out, they could have met a dozen times, like for lunch outside the police station or on dinner break. As it was, though, no go.

He’d considered a night with the twins. They’d come into the gallery with wonderfully wicked intentions. But once you went Ryan, you never went back. Or at least for now, JJ couldn’t face another liaison. He was a one-cock guy. Still, his dick was in a perpetual state of anticipation.

He heard the bell that meant someone had come into the gallery. Grabbing two more Kwan Yin statues, he hurried out of the stockroom. Well, son of a gun. “Good afternoon, Detective Star. Thinking of buying some art, are we?”

Ryan was inspecting a Roman portrait of a beautiful man with long blond locks and matching pubic hair. He smiled sheepishly. “Hi. I got too frustrated and couldn’t hold out another minute, so I came to see you.”

JJ smiled and stuck out his butt. “Oh, you mean you missed little old me?” Actually, that was a pretty amazing idea.

“Yeah, I did.”

JJ softened his smile. “Me too.”

“I wish—”

Two women swung in the door. One was saying, “This is the place I told you about. You have to see these great portraits.”

Ryan turned and started looking at small objects on the counter.

Shoot. JJ smiled and walked over to the women. “Were you looking for portraits by Roman, ladies?”

The older blonde woman smiled. “Yes, he’s a genius.”

Her younger brunette companion shook her head. “I don’t know much about art, but I sure love the subject matter. You wicked thing, Cindy. I think coming here is just an excuse to look at larger-than-life cocks.”

The woman named Cindy blushed but still laughed. “Rachel!” She turned to JJ. “We obviously have nefarious intentions, young man. Don’t let me take you from your other customer.” She nodded at Ryan, who was browsing through the art books.

JJ nodded. “Thank you. I’ll just check in with him.” He walked over to Ryan. “Mr. Star, that statue you wanted to see is in the back. Let me show it to you.”

Ryan looked surprised but let himself be led to the storage room by JJ. Once behind the curtain, JJ grabbed Ryan’s head and pulled him in for a searing kiss.

Ryan moaned and slipped his hand behind JJ’s neck, holding him close. Their tongues battled and danced while JJ’s penis leaped into a full-blown cockstand.

He leaned back, laughing.

Ryan looked down at their matching tent poles. “How are you going to manage your customers now, Mr. Cirque du Soleil?”

JJ held up a finger and grabbed a floral kimono from the wall where David kept it for moments he felt dramatic. JJ slipped it on and pulled it over his erection.

Ryan clamped a hand over his mouth to stifle the laugh that erupted.

JJ posed and then grandly swept out of the storage room in the kimono. Ryan thought it was funny, but JJ loved wearing the thing. It made him feel pretty. Not a feeling he would share with Ryan—sadly.

The two women were standing in front of a small portrait by Roman. JJ walked up and the younger woman glanced at his new outfit. “Oh, very nice.”

JJ patted his hair. “Thank you. You’re admiring Reflections by Roman.”

The older woman, Cindy, nodded. “It’s so beautiful.”

The one named Rachel laughed. “I’m just reflecting on how well-hung the model is.”

Cindy put her hands on her hips. “I don’t care if you make fun. I’m going to buy it.”

Rachel looked surprised. “That will set you back.”

Cindy turned to JJ. He carefully smoothed the kimono. Even the prospect of a commission on $9000 couldn’t dampen the demand of his throbbing dick. “Young man, I’m going over to the bank to get cash to buy this painting.”

“Uh, ma’am, a credit card would be fine.”

“I don’t believe in them.”

“Check?”

“I’ll be back in a few minutes. Come on, Rachel.”

The younger woman gave JJ an elaborate shrug and followed her companion out the door.

Time!

JJ raced back into the storage room and found Star staring at one of the Japanese shunga paintings where two men in kimonos rubbed their hugely exaggerated cocks together. He looked up with wide eyes. “These are so hot.”

JJ laughed. “That book has seduced more than one gay man in this gallery.”

“You’ve been luring unsuspecting males?”

“Not me. David.” He was happy to see a look of relief on Ryan’s face. JJ unfastened his belt, pulled down his jeans and briefs while Ryan stared, and flipped up the kimono. Then he opened a drawer in the desk, pulled out a box of condoms, and handed one to Ryan. Leaning over the desk chair, he pointed at his ass. “Get to work. We only have a couple minutes.”

Ryan looked startled, then smiled, whipped out his thick cock, and sheathed it. He looked around.

“Use spit. I don’t care. Just get it in me before that lady comes back with her nine grand.”

“The condom’s lubed.”

“Go for it.”

Ryan stuck in a finger. JJ waggled his butt. Ryan got the idea and pulled out the finger, replacing it with a much more invited guest. It took two big shoves, but he got it in.

“Oh God, yes!” Finally JJ had what he needed. Crap, he felt crazy. He shoved his hips back frantically, and Ryan leaned over him, grabbed JJ’s waist, and turned that dick into a pile driver.

“Unh, unh, unh.”

Ryan hissed in his ear. “Shhhh. Somebody might come in.”

“It’s me that wants to come—but not in. Unh.”

Ryan seemed to catch the fire, and the two of them turned into a fucking machine. Pounding and driving. Closer and closer.

“Helloooo. Are you here?”

Shit! “Be there in a minute.” JJ drove back like a madman. Ryan reached around and cranked JJ’s cock. It only took two strokes. “Yes.” He whispered it, but the sound echoed through his whole body as hot cum spurted out onto the back of the desk chair.

“Unhhh.” Ryan froze over his back, pumped three times hard, then fell over him and kissed his shoulder.

JJ turned, pulling Ryan’s cock out of him. He grabbed a tissue off the desk, wiped his cock, pulled up his pants, and belted them. He leaned forward and kissed Ryan’s nose, then whispered, “Would you mind cleaning the chair? The sink’s in the bathroom.” He nodded toward the door at the back of the storage room. “I have to go make Roman some more money.”

Ryan grinned. “You’re on fire.”

JJ tried for a grand entrance into the store and hoped he didn’t smell too much like sex. “All right, ladies, let’s be naughty.”

 

 

JJ PAID homage to Guys and Dolls in full voice while he dusted the glass shelves in the gallery. Stupid to feel so good, but after the orgasm of the century, if he didn’t count the last one, plus a small commission on three sales, it had been a feeling-good kind of day.

“You seem happy, darling.” David peeked over JJ’s shoulder, which meant he had to be standing on tiptoes. “Any reasons I should know about, hmmm?”

“Hi, boss.” JJ smiled big to cover the blush creeping up his neck. “Yes. I sold Reflections today and two of the new Tibetan pieces.”

“Aces, darling. That’s great news.”

“And the lady paid cash for Reflections, if you can imagine.”

David’s eyes widened. “As in green stuff?”

“Yep. I’ll take the deposit over on my way to Winter Fantasy.”

David went in the back while JJ grabbed the cash bag and loaded the money into it. He called to David, “How was the day at the booth?”

No answer. He looked up. David stood outside the storage room staring at JJ. In his hand he held the box of condoms JJ had pulled from the drawer.

JJ looked down at his feet. Crap. He felt like a little kid. Or a big kid who had been fucked up one side and down the other in the storage room, and now had to admit it. “Sorry.”

“Look, darling, I’m not one to frown on extracurricular activities in the shop. Hell, Gareth pretty much set new records for oral sex while waiting on customers. I just wonder who’s the lucky extracurriculee?”

He could lie. “Ryan.”

“The detective? Funny, I know you went on one date with him, but I haven’t seen him since, so I figured that was a bust.”

David’s wise eyes pried into him. He could feel them digging in his conscience. “He’s not exactly out.”

“Ah. And you’re seeing him anyway? A closeted cop? It’s not my business—”

JJ looked up. “No, it is your business. I always want to know what you think.”

David put a hand on his hip. “I think you’re the catch of the century and deserve a lot better than some guy who makes you sneak around and offers no possibility of a future. That’s what I think.”

JJ scuffed his shoe against the hardwood floors. “Not every date has to be a potential soul mate.”

“No, but at least you could go places, see people, and have a good time. Meeting for a quick fuck in the storage room is a lot more fun if you can walk out on Forest Avenue holding hands afterward.”

JJ nodded. David was damned right. “But I like him so much.”

“Why?”

JJ exhaled long and slow. “It’s hard to explain, but he’s got this odd sweetness under the tough cop part.”

David’s big eyes narrowed. “And your chances of sharing in that part of him?”

“Not too much, I guess.”

“Just think about it, JJ. I don’t want to see you hurt, and I sure as hell don’t want you throwing away any more of your life on some tough guy who can’t love you the way you deserve.”

JJ felt the corners of his lips tighten. “No. Not anymore.”

David came over to the counter and hugged JJ. “Guess you’d better get our windfall to the bank.”

“Yeah. Thank you.” JJ walked out of the store, but it was hard with that elephant standing on his chest. David was right. JJ didn’t want to hear it, but everything his boss had said was true. How could he claim to be proud of who he was when he snuck around in storage rooms? He just proved his father right. Ten feet down the sidewalk, his phone rang. “This is JJ.”

He listened.

He smiled. After he clicked off, he ran back to the shop. “David.”

His handsome boss looked up from the counter.

JJ gave a small leap in the air. “Ryan just asked me to go to Yosemite with him. We’re going skiing!”

 

 

HOW HARD can it be? How hard can it be? How hard can it be? The litany played through JJ’s mind. At least the scenery was to die for. Towering evergreen trees and craggy peaks covered in snow filled the view through the car window. Oh my God, look at that frozen waterfall.

They’d pulled into the valley, and JJ fought not to cry from the sheer majesty. Seven miles long and never more than a mile wide, it said in the guidebooks, Yosemite displayed its treasures in a staggering array of three-thousand-foot peaks. He’d always heard about Yosemite, but he’d never been here. All the hyperbole had been a shadow of the place’s beauty. If he didn’t have to think about putting wooden sticks on his feet tomorrow, he’d have been in heaven.

He looked over at Ryan, sitting behind the wheel. The man was smiling. God, he looked younger by years just staring at this place. Ryan glanced at JJ. “You like it?”

“It’s amazing.”

“I lucked out and got us the Ahwahnee for the weekend.”

JJ had picked Jerry’s brain again and knew the Ahwahnee Hotel was historic and completely coveted. Also wildly expensive. They’d had to change the name in some kind of stupid dispute, but to the world, the hotel would never be anything but the Ahwahnee. “That’s incredible. How did you manage it?”

Ryan grinned. “I come up a lot, so they know me, and they’re really great to cops.”

Ryan pulled up in front of a massive stone and wood building with teal-colored awnings. Nice touch. JJ expected to see a princess and a dragon appear somewhere near the top. “Oh my God, I can’t believe this place.”

“Wait until you taste the food.”

They left the car with the valet and walked into the lobby. JJ stopped and just stared. Towering beamed ceilings and rustic furniture dominated the huge space. He wanted to pull out a notebook and copy the name of every artist who had done the early American paintings. His aesthetic was more modern, but this was a masterpiece of classic California. He caught a glimpse of a big fireplace as they approached the desk. He could imagine sitting in front of it with a hot toddy and sketching. Wow. What a place.

Ryan walked up to the desk clerk. The man smiled. Maybe it was time for JJ to fade into the background. He started to walk away, but Ryan turned and motioned for JJ to come up beside him. Surprise after surprise.

The clerk was saying, “Good to see you again, sir. Sign here, please.” The young man’s eyes flicked up to JJ but quickly returned to Ryan. “Do you need two keys?”

“Yes, please.”

“Help with your bags?”

“Sure. We left them in the car. Just have them brought up. And I made a reservation in the dining room for seven. Could you confirm it for me, please?”

“Of course, sir.”

Wow. Ryan was smooth as silk. Like police detectives visited the finest hotels all the time. Who’d have thought it?

The clerk’s eyes flicked to JJ again, and he smiled just a little. Hmm. Looked like the guy played for their team. Was that why Ryan seemed so comfortable and uncloseted? The clerk handed Ryan a little packet with keys. “Shall I have a bellman show you to your room?”

Ryan glanced at the room number. “No, thanks. I know right where it is. Just have the bellman bring the bags.”

“Will do, sir.”

Ryan smiled at JJ and pointed toward the elevator. When they got on, JJ shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m here. It’s amazing. Thank you so much.”

Ryan grinned. “Everyone deserves to stay at the Ahwahnee at least once.”

“It seems like you’ve been here more than that.”

“Yeah. It’s my escape. I usually come alone and stay a day or two.”

“I’m honored you brought me.”

Ryan gave him that narrow-eyed, appraising look but didn’t say anything as the elevator stopped. They walked down the hall and found their room.

Ryan pushed open the door. “This is just one of their standard rooms. You should see the suites. I splurge to stay here sometimes, but those rooms are too rich for my blood.”

The room looked way above standard to JJ. The king-size bed had four tall posts and the art appeared original. He walked to the window and looked out. “Oh my God.” The room didn’t look straight at the world-famous Half Dome mountain like he was sure the plush suites did, but it was hard to imagine anything much prettier than the wide lawn surrounded by trees and the mountains in the near distance.

Ryan came up beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. “You like?”

“God, what’s not to like?”

“It’s a long way to the ski area from here, but I really wanted you to see this hotel.”

JJ would be just as happy if they never found the ski area. He walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. Comfy. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to show me a good time.”

Ryan sat beside him. “I can’t do much to please you at home, so I wanted this trip to be special. My plans were kind of rushed, but maybe we can come back in the summer and hike.”

Hiking sounded really good since it only involved boots and not suspicious wooden appendages. And Ryan was planning for the summer. That made JJ’s heart beat faster.

Ryan leaned in and pressed a soft kiss on JJ’s lips.

A knock sounded on the door. Ryan gave JJ’s mouth another quick peck, then went over and let in the bellman. After Ryan had parted with five dollars and the bellman left, JJ put his small bag in the closet. He opened it, pulled out a couple of things bound to wrinkle, and hung them up. Ryan just opened his bag and left it sitting on the floor.

JJ grinned. “Ready for a quick getaway?”

“I guess it’s kind of a habit. I’m always prepared for shit to happen, even here.”

“But you seem a lot more relaxed here.”

Ryan quirked a smile. “You mean not so much in hiding?”

“That too.”

Ryan sighed and went back over to the bed and sat. “I’d really like to be out and proud. It just is what it is.”

JJ shrugged. “You learned that the hard way, I guess.”

Ryan stood, and his eyes devoured JJ’s body. “I’m torn. I’d like to hammer your ass into the king-size mattress, but I also want to show you the hotel and the village before dinner.”

“I’d suggest a good tour would make us both so horny we can spend all night fucking after dinner.” JJ waggled his ass.

“I like the way you think.”

JJ pulled on the down jacket he’d borrowed from Hunter, Rodney’s partner and the friend closest to JJ’s size. He’d had to buy his own boots, however, since his feet were so big. Fortunately, he’d found a pair secondhand but barely used.

Two hours later, after walking through every grand room in the hotel, exploring the quaint village, and marveling at the amazing view, JJ followed Ryan into the famous Ahwahnee dining room. Holy vision of gay decorators, the place took his breath away. The polished stone floors supported two-story high walls made of rugged rock and polished timber. What must once have been real candle chandeliers now featured electric candles, but the charming, historic effect was the same. Each white-clothed table held one tall candle sconce with a pine bouquet at its base. Great fronds of evergreen decked the windows and made the place smell like holiday heaven. But no decoration could compete with the soaring windows. In the daytime, they looked out on the valley with its staggering majesty. Now, the low lights on the trees and the strands of holiday twinklers created fairyland. He wanted to write poetry.

They were shown to their table near the windows. JJ sat and looked down, trying to keep from crying.

“You okay?”

Get a grip, JJ. “It’s really beautiful.”

“You should see it at the Bracebridge dinner on Christmas Day. They turn the place into a seventeenth-century English manor and serve authentic food and sing carols. I managed to get a reservation last year. It was incredible.”

Ryan acted like a different guy in this place. It was easy to understand why. The hotel, the view. All transforming.

They both ordered the fixed price meal with JJ choosing the roasted chicken and Ryan taking the beef. The Caesar salad that came first melted in JJ’s mouth.

Ryan swallowed some salad. “You should see the valley in the early summer. There are waterfalls everywhere just tumbling down the rocks.”

“So it’s not just the skiing that you like?”

“No. I love it here. I could imagine retiring to a mountaintop somewhere.”

“That’s a big change for a city boy.”

Ryan frowned. “Yeah, well, I can live without that city.”

The city had nearly killed him. JJ nodded. “It’s funny that you love this hotel so much, but you don’t, uh, do a lot of fixing up at your place.”

Ryan laughed and sipped his beer. He’d ordered wine for JJ. “You noticed that, did you? It’s funny. I like nice stuff, but I guess where I live never feels permanent somehow. It’s just a place to sleep.”

“That’s what most people say about hotels.”

“I’m the opposite. A great hotel is worth the price. The place I live? Just passing through.”

“The valley sounds beautiful in the summer.”

“Yeah. The hiking trails are great. And you won’t believe the views.”

Oh, JJ liked being included in that future tense.

“There’s a lot of interesting stuff in Yosemite that most people never see. Like in the fall, there’s the tarantulas.”

JJ coughed and had to push his napkin against his mouth to keep from spitting lettuce across the table. “Tarantulas?”

Ryan smiled and nodded. “Yeah. There’s a ton of them here in the caves and stuff. In the fall, the boy tarantulas go looking for the girl tarantulas.” He shrugged while JJ tried to keep eating and not look around the table for creeping arachnids. Holy shit! JJ did not want to hear more, but Ryan was on a roll. “I don’t know. Maybe some of those boy tarantulas are looking for other boy tarantulas. But they go out for walks, and you actually see them crossing the roads.”

JJ started to talk, but it came out as a squeak. “Where, uh, where do they live in the winter?”

Ryan shrugged and finished the last of his salad. “Don’t know. Probably hiding out in the caves until the weather gets warm.”

JJ had to grip his hands tight to keep from fanning himself. Time to change the god-awful subject. “My, I do think those waterfalls sound beautiful.”

Ryan looked up and bobbed his fork. “You know what? They actually found a whole new kind of spider called a scorpion spider in the caves here at Yosemite. Isn’t that amazing?”

Throwing up was becoming an option. JJ set down his fork and took a sip of wine. “Yes. Amazing.”

Fortunately Ryan went on to other topics, and by the time JJ’s chicken arrived, it actually looked good to him. Conversation was easy, the wine did its work, and a foot rubbing up and down his calf did another kind of work.

Ryan downed the last of his second beer. “Have I told you how great you look tonight?”

“Thank you.” His designer sports coat qualified as a favorite thrift-store find. “You look pretty great yourself.” He did. The unattractive sports jacket Ryan wore a lot for work had been replaced with a well-tailored dark blue suit.

“Thanks. I had to get this suit for a formal police thing. The guy at the department store took over and forced this suit on me, but I like it, as it turns out.”

JJ grinned. “Can’t imagine anyone forcing you to do anything.”

Ryan shook his head. “He was all over me like white on rice, and I’d have done most anything to keep him from pawing me any more.”

JJ’s heart skipped a beat. “Was he that bad?”

“Just one of those really fluttery guys, but he knew his stuff, so I can’t complain.”

Damn. Maybe some little part of him had thought this more relaxed Ryan would like the real JJ. No such luck. Hard not to feel rejected, even though Ryan didn’t know he was referring to JJ when he talked about the guy.

They paid the check. JJ insisted Ryan let him put some money on it, but he felt Ryan slip the cash back into his jacket pocket as they walked to the room. The man was sweet—which kind of offset his rougher edges.

Back in the room, JJ went into the bathroom and brushed his teeth and changed into pajama bottoms. The prospect of a whole night in that four-poster bed with Ryan Star had him very hot under the collar—if he’d been wearing one.

When he walked back out, Ryan was lying on the bed stark naked and holding a very erect cock. His long, powerful legs stretched out in front of him, and the arrow of dark hair on his abdomen pointed directly at Mr. Happy. “Uh, remember your prediction about how the tour and dinner would make us horny?”

JJ turned sideways to give Ryan a view of the huge tent in the front of his pj’s. “Yes, I seem to remember that quite well.”

“Shall we see how well the beds accommodate two big men?”

JJ sidled over and, in one move, shoved the elastic waist of his pajamas down below his stiffy. He stared at Ryan’s cock. “Did you hear about the passionate soprano who chased the choirmaster around until she caught him by the upright organ?”

Ryan laughed but never stopped stroking his dick. “Maybe we can make that a passionate baritone.”

“You know how you’re going to teach me to ski tomorrow?” Shouldn’t have said that. Too nervous.

“Yeah.”

“Maybe tonight I could learn a little pole dancing.” JJ pulled off the pj’s and sauntered toward Ryan. “You got the goods?”

Ryan grabbed a box of condoms and a tube of lube from the nightstand and put them on the snow-white sheets. JJ knelt on the edge of the mattress, holding on to one of the upright posts like a dancer, and swung back and forth so his cock bobbed and weaved what he hoped was irresistibly.

Ryan squeezed his cock at the base. “Baby, you better sit on this pole fast, because I could come just looking at your adorable ass.” He reached over and grabbed a condom from the box, then opened the package with his teeth and slid on the sheath.

JJ crawled toward Ryan, then turned and presented his butt. “Lube me up.”

“Oh yeah, like the finest model in the showroom.”

JJ heard a cap pop and then felt cold and squinchy wet in his hole. Ryan started with one finger, but JJ wailed and that got him two, then three. “Oh my God!” The last finger made it right to his prostate. He pounded back on the digits for a second, but why settle for second best?

He pulled away from Ryan, grabbed the lube from the bed, and made a fast pass at slicking Ryan’s condom-covered cock. Tossing the box aside, he squatted over Ryan’s hips.

“Whoa. That’s a sight. All those muscles holding that ass ready for me. Oh man, you are something to see.”

“Then watch closely, Detective.” JJ grabbed Ryan’s cock and positioned it right at his hole. “Are you watching?”

“Riveted.” Ryan locked his blue eyes on the point of contact.

Slowly, JJ lowered himself onto Ryan’s hard rod. Universe of happy butt fucks, it felt so damned good. He couldn’t see the vanishing cock, but he only had to look at Ryan’s face. Ryan stared, his eyes at half-mast, his mouth open and his breath coming hard. JJ smiled. “You like?”

“Shit. You are sex on a stick. Literally.”

JJ rose up and lowered. Ryan’s eyes closed, and a soft moan came out of his lips. Up and down. Another moan, louder this time. Then a growl. “Fuck me, JJ.”

“Hell yeah.” JJ began to ride like he had on the carousel pony he’d loved as a kid. But this was a much more adult ride, and he was tall enough to get on it. He bobbed up and down with a little swing to the left and right, changing the position of the shaft in his butt each time and attacking his prostate from a different angle. Bliss, pure bliss, if bliss was hot as molten lava.

Ryan’s head was thrown back and the tendons in his neck stood out. “Holy shit, you’re incredible.”

Nothing made JJ happier than being incredible for Ryan Star.

“I’m gonna come, JJ. Can’t hold it back. Come with me. Please. Come now.”

JJ grabbed his own cock, because no way Ryan could hold that sucker while it flailed around as JJ bucked like a bronco. Yes! The orgasm seared through him like a lava flow of heat and sweetness, spraying some of that sweetness across Ryan’s chest and onto his face. Ryan’s tongue came out and licked.

Now that, my dear, was sexy.

JJ fell forward onto Ryan’s chest and tried to remember how to breathe.

The soft sound of icicles cracking and falling echoed through the quiet room.

Ryan’s soft whisper tickled JJ’s ear. “You’re really something. I like you so much, JJ. I wish….”

The next thing he heard was Ryan’s soft, deep breathing.




Chapter Eight

 

 

HOW BAD could it be? He didn’t want to think about that. Everything about this trip was dreamlike. He and Ryan clicked, the sex was astonishing, the hotel phenomenal, the food to die for. Skiing along in the white snow looking at more of this beautiful scenery could only be one more dream.

Ryan squeezed JJ’s arm. “Finding boots for those big feet of yours is a challenge.”

Maybe they wouldn’t find them. JJ’s heart leaped. He looked around the ski-rental shack at all the people. Even kids looked thrilled to be fitting those giant boards on their feet. They weren’t anything like the skis JJ had seen when he watched the Olympics. These were skinnier and the heels didn’t look very locked in.

“Success!” The chirpy woman who waited on them emerged from behind the counter carrying a pair of boots and skis. She made a beeline for JJ. Shit. Sure enough. Fifteen minutes later, they headed out the door carrying equipment.

Ryan pointed. “The ski lessons are right over there.”

JJ trudged along behind in the snow. Guillotines had been more enthusiastically approached than these lessons. Oh well, he encouraged himself. Be optimistic.

When they got to the ski school, Ryan presented a voucher. A big, handsome guy came over and announced he was the instructor.

JJ turned to Ryan. “Okay, why don’t you go off and have fun while I learn? No sense you wasting time here.”

Ryan shook his head, and with every shake JJ’s stomach flipped. “No, I’d rather be with you.”

Well, hell, how could he argue with a sweet rationale like that?

How hard can it be? How hard can it be? Following the instructor to the beginner’s area, JJ fell back into the litany. Three other people waited where they stopped: an older woman and two men who looked like they drove trucks. Very big trucks.

Their instructor, who turned out to be named Bronson—seriously?—gathered them together. He spoke with an indeterminate accent that would have been great saying “I’ll be back.” The woman introduced herself as Michele and proudly announced she was sixty-three. The two guys, Ron and Paul, turned out to be a stockbroker and an English teacher.

Bronson pointed at his boots. “Okeydokey, we’re going to fit our boots into the skis. Be sure you remove all snow from the boots before inserting.”

Instant problem. JJ stood on one foot and tried to wipe the snow, which threw him off balance and he had to put his foot down, which introduced yet more snow. Damn, he felt like a leaning tower. Ryan stepped up beside him and provided a shoulder to lean on. JJ tried to smile. “Uh, thanks.” Jeez, he was such a klutz. Finally—last out of the group—he got his boots in his skis, locked them on, and stood up. His skis slid forward, his ass flew into the air, and he fell instantly to his butt with skis crossed. “Oh no!” He clutched his hands in the snow to keep from shaking them. This didn’t portend well.

Bronson walked over and looked down at him. “No problemo. You just leaned back too much. Keep that weight distributed and slightly forward. Okeydokey?”

JJ nodded, and Bronson offered an arm. Okay, but what in the hell did he do with the skis when he was trying to get up? After thirty seconds of pure slapstick comedy, JJ finally got the skis separated, his weight arranged, and made it to his feet. Heat flushed his cheeks. At least the cold could explain that.

God, who knew snow would be so slippery?

Bronson stood at the center of their circle. “Now, plant your poles by your sides and slide your skis back and forth.”

JJ planted. He slid one ski, the other, back to the first. Working. One more slide. He slipped, caught himself with the pole, and stayed upright. Yes. He glanced at Ryan, who was following the directions too, with perfect balance and symmetry. Ryan gave JJ a smile.

Bronson held up a hand. “Good, everyone. Now, we’ll cover some ground. Put your hands through the pole straps.”

JJ did it, but he felt wobbly. That must be normal.

“Now plant your left pole and slide your right ski forward.”

JJ followed direction.

“Now plant your right pole and slide your left ski.”

Wow. He did it. Maybe he could make it on those trails after all.

“Keep doing that, everyone. Good. See, you’re skiing.”

Cool. Yes, he was skiing. Left. Right. In front of him, a little dip in the snow curved downward. In his boots it wouldn’t have been noticeable, but suddenly he was sliding. Sliding without trying. His arms came up like a helicopter, poles flying. Vaguely he saw Michele duck as his skis flew out from under him. It felt like he actually rose in the air, suspended for a second, and slammed onto the snow on his ass. His head flew back and smacked hard, throwing ice up into his eyes. Ouch. Shit, that hurt.

“JJ, are you okay?” Ryan sounded really worried. JJ must look bad. Damn. He’d like to cry. Probably not a wise decision.

He tried to smile. “I’m fine. Just clumsy.” He looked down and found one ski lying beside his leg and the other crossed over his thigh. What a mess. Dying sounded good. Or sinking into the snow.

Bronson stared down at him, hands on his hips. “Okeydokey. Let’s get organized.”

The instructor leaned down and repositioned JJ’s remaining ski. With just one of the infernal wooden boards on his feet, JJ managed to get up without too much drama. His head hurt, and he didn’t even want to think about his ass.

As he struggled to stay upright, he looked at the group. Michele stood firmly on her skis looking compassionate, motherly, and balanced. Ron and Paul glanced at their watches and gazed longingly toward the trail that JJ was keeping them from following. Kill me now.

Bronson held his loose ski, and JJ managed to get it on. The big instructor smiled. “Okeydokey. Now, finding balance, leaning forward just a little, plant the pole. Try again.”

He’d like to plant the pole in his own head. JJ gritted his teeth, planted his pole, slid a foot forward, overbalanced, started to slide, threw up his dangling pole, and fell straight into Ryan’s arms.

“Whoa, big guy.” JJ looked up. The blue eyes contained a code-breaker’s puzzle. Some laughter, compassion, confusion… and maybe a little derision. Hell. JJ hadn’t felt this incompetent in quite a while.

He thrashed his way out of Ryan’s hold. “Thanks. I think I better give up on this. You go have fun, and I’ll see you later.” He leaned down and unfastened the skis, mostly so Ryan couldn’t see how upset he was.

“No, I want to come with you.”

JJ took a deep breath and stood up facing Ryan. “I don’t want to ruin your trip. I’m fine. Really.”

Bronson’s big hand clasped JJ’s shoulder, and JJ wanted to cringe. Instead he turned and faced the okeydokey music. “Thanks for trying, Bronson. I guess skiing just isn’t my thing.”

“No, I can teach you, for sure. Just sign up for some one-on-one lessons. I’ll take the group now. You come back later.” He smiled his big, competent, well-coordinated smile and skied over to the group. Michele waved and set off after Bronson and the truck drivers.

JJ picked up the skis. “I’ll just take the bus back to the hotel.”

Ryan frowned. “You hit your head pretty hard. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah.” He knocked his knuckles against his forehead. “Hard as a rock, just like my dad always said.” He started walking toward the bus pickup. He wished he could just cry. This manly crap was just that—crap!

Ryan fell in beside him.

JJ flashed his phoniest smile. “Seriously, stay here and ski. I’m okay.”

Ryan didn’t say anything, but he didn’t leave either.

JJ turned in his skis and boots at the shack.

The chirpy lady smiled. “Giving up so soon?”

Shit, he wanted to die. “Yes, no aptitude.”

She laughed, and he turned and walked to the stop where a bus was starting up. He got on, and Ryan followed. The bus started through the valley back to the hotel.

JJ sat down. “Sorry I wrecked your fun.”

“You didn’t. I’m having a great time with you.”

That was nice. But the big JJ-fall-down elephant was still in the room. Or on the bus.

Ryan cleared his throat. “Want to go back later and take some private lessons? I think it’s just unfamiliar. Not everybody takes to cross-country right away. I’ll bet you could be great at it.”

JJ wanted to smile, but his lips wouldn’t turn up. He shook his head. His father’s voice echoed in his ears. Don’t give up on baseball, JJ. You can do it. Hell, just stop your sniveling and be a man. You’re worse than your mother. Get out there on the field and get under the ball. Stop being a coward.

Time and again, he’d gone back. Back onto the field to get hit by a fly ball in the face, back out onto the track to be the guy who fell over the hurdles, back into soccer to be the last one chosen for any team. When his mom tried to put him in dance class to improve his coordination, his dad hit her in the face. You’re making him a sissy mama’s boy, he screamed. Be a man, JJ. Be a man. Be a man.

“JJ, you okay?”

“What?” He looked at Ryan. The tough face that never knew fear. Shot at and betrayed, he still went back for more. Was that what JJ liked? “Yeah, I’m fine.”

But he wasn’t fine. Be a man, my ass. His mother knew. She understood how much he hated and detested every moment of his childhood, trying to be what his father wanted. She knew JJ was a sissy. Afraid every hour and minute of the day. Until that moment—when he hadn’t been. She’d been as shocked as his father. As horrified. As unforgiving.

JJ sighed. Ryan put an arm around his shoulders. That was nice. Really nice. But what was JJ doing? He’d worked his ass off trying to be okay with himself. David, Rod, Hunter, Jerry—they’d all been great. They’d helped him see his own worth by accepting and loving him just as he was. But God, he loved to be held. He snuggled his head against Ryan’s shoulder and closed his eyes to the glances from the other passengers.

“JJ?”

JJ opened his eyes. Stopped. He raised his head and looked around. “Are we here?”

Ryan laughed. “You were pretty beat. You took a nap. We can go put you in a more comfortable bed. How’s that sound?”

JJ got up. Whoa. Woozy. His ass hurt like a son of a bitch, but not as bad as his head. Ryan guided him off the bus and through the lobby. When they got to the room, the bed looked incredible.

JJ pulled off the heavy twill pants he’d worn for the stupid skiing and put on his soft, worn jeans. Ryan came up beside him and undressed. I must be really upset, because that hard body doesn’t even make me drool—much.

Ryan patted his shoulder. “Why don’t you lie down? I’m going to take a shower.”

“Okay.” Ryan was great, but the easy fun and camaraderie of last night was gone. JJ felt weird. Out of his body. And the air felt strained.

Ryan went into the bathroom and closed the door. No invites to come join him. JJ sat on the bed, kicked off his shoes, and lay down with his head on the pillow. It was only Saturday. Sunday felt a long time away.

He closed his eyes and curled up on his side. Fetal felt good right now. A noise came from the bathroom, and JJ opened his eyes. He stared.

“Noooooooooo!” The scream rose up his throat and poured out his mouth before he even knew it was there.

He leaped backward off the bed until he stood shaking and screaming, staring at the eight-legged monster on the other pillow. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God!” His hands flew like a helicopter and his feet danced up and down.

“JJ, what the hell?” Ryan stood beside him stark naked and dripping.

“Sp—spider! Spider. No, no, no.”

Ryan frowned and pointed at the two-inch arachnid on the bed. “Is that what you’re so afraid of?”

JJ nodded madly and shook his hands at his sides. “I think it touched me.”

Ryan stared. Just stared. JJ knew that stare. He’d seen it a thousand times. Afraid of the dark. That stare. Afraid of small places. That stare.

JJ’s mouth opened. He should calm down. He should man up. He should—hell no!

He ran into the closet, closed his suitcase, slipped on his loafers barefoot, grabbed his down jacket, and headed for the door.

Still, Ryan stared.

JJ turned. “I’m sorry. I’ve been lying to you. The fact is I hate football and almost all sports. I don’t like beer, and I detest all forms of violence. I like to dye my hair pink, I can’t think of anything worse than having to cross-country ski ever again, and I hate, just hate, can’t even begin to describe how much I hate, spiders. I’m sure I’m the exact kind of flaming queen you despise. But I liked you so much, so I thought I’d try to be who you wanted. It wasn’t fair to you, and most of all, it wasn’t fair to me.”

JJ reached in his pocket and grabbed all the cash he had and put it on the table by the door. “Sorry I cost you so much money.”

“JJ—”

JJ ran out the door, skipped the elevator, and took the stairs to the lobby. A bus stood outside the front door loading people. JJ ran to the desk. The young guy who’d checked them in looked up. JJ pointed. “Where’s that bus going?”

“Airport.”

“Do they take credit cards?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

He raced out the door and onto the bus.

 

 

ANOTHER SIP. JJ lifted the wineglass to his lips and tried to drink around the trembling. He leaned back in his favorite midcentury modern armchair and closed his eyes.

Now that he’d done the whole show—outed himself as a big sissy to the one guy he most wanted to think well of him, then managed to keep himself together on a bus, plane, and in David’s car—here he sat falling apart. He couldn’t stop shaking. On the way home, he’d told David he’d decided to come back early. His boss knew something more serious was up, but bless him, he didn’t pry. He just made small talk all the way back from the Orange County Airport, sharing everything that had happened at the shop and how desperately he needed JJ back since he couldn’t find anything without JJ’s help. A lie, but a sweet one. He’d be back at the gallery the next day and life would return to normal. Whatever that was.

God, it was good to be home. His apartment might be small and over a garage, but it showed the best of him. His talent, the things he loved, the things that made him laugh.

“Mwowr.”

He looked up and smiled at his friendly neighborhood wandering feline. Friskybits actually belonged to someone a mile away, but she liked JJ best and regularly escaped to come visit him. “Hey, girl. Come on in.”

She jumped through the open window he kept unscreened for her, padded across the polished concrete floor, and jumped on his lap. She wasn’t usually this affectionate. She mostly liked the special food he kept for her.

He scratched under her chin. “You know I’m in a bad way, right?”

She purred and rubbed and kneaded in an orgy of affection. Sweet god of desperate gay boys, he needed her. He needed someone who chose him just like he was.

The cat climbed his chest and licked his ear. He giggled. The outflow of air came back as a gasp, and a tear slid down his cheek. “I wasn’t fair to him, Frisk. I knew he’d never want a guy like me, and I led him on. I lied. Crappy idea.”

She just purred.

The tap on his door startled her, and she jumped off his lap with a squeal and ran behind his daybed. JJ sighed. It didn’t take him long to get here, but I guess he has the rest of my clothes and needs to get them off his hands.

“Don’t worry, Frisk. It’s just someone returning stuff I left behind.” Like his heart.

He swiped at the tears and walked to the door. Deep breath. He opened it to that beautiful, tough-guy face. Sadly, the face he loved. “Hi.”

The blue eyes looked stormy. “JJ, what the hell were you thinking, running off like that?”

“That I was a liar and a cheat and I wanted to leave the scene of the crime.”

That stopped Ryan. He adjusted JJ’s clothes that he held in his arms. “All that stuff you said, was it true?”

“You mean about hating football and the like? Yes.”

“Well, shit. Just shit.”

JJ sighed. “Why don’t you give me that and come in?” He took the armload of clothing and stepped back for Ryan to walk across the threshold.

“Holy shit! You live here?”

JJ went over to his closet and hung up his good sport coat and the pants and shirt he’d left behind at the hotel. “Yes. I’m an interior decorator. Another thing I lied about.” He turned back to Ryan and pointed to the black leather sixties-style couch he’d found in the back of a secondhand store. “Want to sit?”

Ryan stared around him but sat on the edge of the sofa. “You must think my place is pretty sad.”

“Yes.”

Ryan looked startled. “Why did you lie?”

JJ sat in a striped chair across from Ryan. “When I first saw you at the Winter Fantasy, I was attracted, and Rodney told me he’d seen you in a gay bar with a really macho-looking guy. I figured that’s what you liked, so it was kind of a challenge to see if I could persuade you I was the way I look.”

“A challenge.”

“Yes. My father always wanted me to be more manly. I guess I thought it would be fun to try it. All football and beer and shit.” JJ purposely crossed his legs high on his thighs. He’d made such an effort to cross them at the knee while he’d been with Ryan. He’d only forgotten a few times.

“And you hate football?”

Strange how calm he felt. Kind of dead. “I didn’t know who the Chargers were, exactly, until that day at the Winter Fantasy with you.”

“But at the game, you knew so much.”

“I practiced with a friend who’s a sports fanatic. I may be a femme, but I’m a quick study.”

Ryan ran a hand through his dark hair. “Shit. You did all that?”

“Yes.”

“But why couldn’t you just have been yourself?”

“You wouldn’t have liked me.”

Ryan looked at him levelly, and JJ knew every word he’d just said was true.

“I guess I should just be flattered that you went to all that trouble.”

“Yes.”

Ryan stared at him, then stood up abruptly. “But I’m not, dammit. You lied. It’s like a whore who tells you he’ll be anything you want him to be. Shit, JJ. How could you do that? You made a fool of me and yourself.”

Well, damn, he hadn’t exactly thought of the whore analogy. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too. Me too.” He turned and walked out the door.

JJ’s turn to stare—at a closed door. Friskybits crept back across the floor and jumped up on his lap again. He pulled her against his cheek and let the tears flow.

 

 

CHRISTMAS CAROLS filled the air with chestnuts and open fires.

The group sang enthusiastically and slightly off-key behind JJ. He stared out the window at the holiday lights that twinkled on house after house in David’s charming Laguna neighborhood. A hand gripped his shoulder, and JJ looked up into Gareth’s handsome face. JJ didn’t get to see him and Edge that much, because they were both going to school in Santa Barbara, and when they were home, JJ usually manned the store so David could be with his lovers. “The street looks really nice.”

Gareth glanced out the window, then sat on the footstool by the chair JJ perched on. “So I hear you’ve been up to no good.” His Aussie accent made it sound like “heeah.”

JJ shook his head. “Not anymore. I’m pure as the driven snow.”

“Now right there’s your problem, mate.”

David came over and sat beside Gareth, snuggling close. Damn, that looked like fun. He handed JJ a glass of champagne, then clinked his own glass against it. “Merry Christmas. To naughty and nice.”

Gareth grinned. “Especially naughty.” He toasted with a glass of beer.

David massaged JJ’s shoulder. “And to moving on to new and better things.”

The ten or twelve other friends gathered around the piano broke into “The Twelve Days of Christmas.” They made it all the way to seven swans a-swimming before the verses started falling apart. Geese were swimming and French hens a-laying until the whole crew was laughing, and JJ tried to laugh with them.

The doorbell rang, and Edge went over to get it. “Hey, Bobby, Robin.”

The twins burst into the room like self-contained holiday decorations. Bobby had affected head-to-toe green and red, complete with tights and a long Rudolph sweater. Robin had adapted his usual attire to the season with the addition of glittery stars on a tight black turtleneck and black jeans. JJ had to admit, he looked mouthwatering.

Bobby kissed his way around the crowd, but Robin sidled over to JJ. He slipped an arm around JJ’s shoulders and pressed against his side. “Merry and happy, darling.”

“Same to you.”

“Do I notice that you’re unescorted this evening?”

JJ nodded but couldn’t talk.

“Well, clearly the men of Laguna Beach are lacking in wisdom. Since there are two of us, perhaps we can make up for the failings of others.”

David nodded enthusiastically. “Great idea. You two show JJ some fun, will you? He needs to understand just how gorgeous he is.”

Bobby walked up at that moment. “Who’s gorgeous? Moi?”

David smiled. “Yes, darling, but I was actually talking about JJ.”

“Oh, yummy. Do you need convincing, baby boy?”

Holy crap. Bobby pretty much hurled himself at JJ, who had to catch the slender body before it plunged through the window. Bobby hit JJ’s lap, grabbed his head, and in two seconds was devouring JJ’s mouth like it was figgy pudding.

Okay, delicious. Bobby kissed like a pro on all parts of the body, and right now he was conducting his master course on JJ’s lips. JJ kissed back, but his cock didn’t. Barely a wiggle. Shoot. Had the cop ruined him?

Bobby sat back and stared at JJ. “Have I lost my mojo, dear?”

David stepped up and put his hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Of course not. He’s just a little down in the dumps. Now come with me and tell me what you think of the sushi. Should I use these caterers again?”

Bobby let David distract him, but no way was he fooled. He slipped off JJ’s lap but looked over his shoulder as he walked away. Nothing got by the twins.

David glanced back. “Gareth, you too, darling. I need your advice.”

Gareth got up, winked at JJ, and followed David toward the dining room. Subtle, much? David knew, just like Bobby did, that if anybody could seduce JJ into having fun, it was likely going to be Robin.

Mr. Dark and Sparkly sat on the footstool, pulling JJ down onto the chair. “Okay, sweetheart, what’s up?”

JJ shook his head.

“It’s that cop, isn’t it? The one you ditched us for merely because someone shot at his ass.” Robin gave a little smile.

JJ shuddered. “Kind of. I mean, it’s over, or really never started but I just haven’t quite accepted it yet. I need to get over it. Over him.”

“Why?”

JJ’s eyes flicked up. What? “What do you mean?”

“Why do you have to get over him? If you want to live out your life in haunted remembrance, I think you’re allowed.” Robin cocked his head, and the five sparkly earrings that decorated his ears glistened from behind his curtain of midnight hair.

JJ laughed, and it felt damned good.

“On a slightly more serious note, I want to say that I think the guy likes you. At least, he about exploded with jealousy when Bobby and I showed up at the bar that night. I fully expected to be challenged to a duel.”

JJ shook his head. “He likes the guy he thought I was.”

Robin raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really. When do you get your Academy Award, dear?”

“What?”

“I didn’t realize you were such a brilliant actor that you could disguise your intelligence, sensitivity, talent, and basic goodness while pretending to like football.”

“How did you hear about that?”

“Jerry, of course. But hear what I’m saying, JJ. There is no way you could pretend to be someone you’re not. So Mr. Sexy and Sultry likes you, regardless of what team you play for.” Robin laughed at his own joke.

JJ shook his head again. “You should have heard what he said. That I was a whore for trying to be what he wanted me to be instead of being honest.”

“Whew. Harsh. You must have hurt him pretty bad.”

“Hurt him? Nobody hurts Ryan Star.”

“Really?” Robin just smiled. Then he leaned forward and pressed his lips to JJ’s. When he pulled back, he looked a little sad. “If you don’t want him and would like to give me a try, let me know.”

“What?” JJ’s eyes widened.

“I’m not counting on it.” He kissed JJ again, then got up and joined the group at the bar.




Chapter Nine

 

 

JJ PUT the last of his change in the cash drawer. He needed quarters to give to customers for the parking meters. Today would be a bitch, but a fun bitch. The annual Day after Christmas Sale. He took a deep breath. The other stores on Forest were opening their doors, and he could practically feel the engines revving as people from the Inland Empire headed for the beach and a day of sunshine, shopping, and watching the Lagunatics.

JJ felt weird, but not in a good way. He’d left the party early last night after volunteering to open the store this morning so David could stay in bed with Gareth and Edge a bit later. Hard not to wish he had someone to stay in bed late with. Yeah, well, he’d had his chance, and he’d muffed it. He closed the cash drawer and wandered over to the shelves to adjust the little dolls.

No more stupidity. He needed to concentrate on his schooling, his profession, and maybe in there somewhere he’d find some peace being just JJ LaRousse. Robin had been so kind last night, but if they were meant to be together, it would have happened by now. No. Time to be himself by himself. Why did the idea make his stomach hurt?

The bell tinkled and Cindy, the lady who’d bought the Roman painting for cash, bustled into the gallery.

JJ waved. Time to go to work. “You’re Johnny-on-the-spot this morning. How was your Christmas?”

She patted her well-coiffed hair. “It was lovely, dear. My children came to visit, and now I’m glad they’ve all gone home. I’ve been dreaming of the pretties you must have on sale today. Show me, show me.”

JJ laughed. “Okay, we have a one-day-only sale on the little clowns. And, while I’m not telling everyone this, Roman has agreed to a private, under-the-table, fifteen-percent-off sale on his portraits just for today.” Well, he hadn’t actually agreed, but he would.

She clapped her hands together. “No kidding?”

JJ lowered his voice conspiratorially. “That never happens.”

“Lead me to them. I adore the one I bought. My children were properly shocked. I must have another.”

“I have another lady customer who swears her children will have her committed for immorality if she buys one more Roman. So instead she buys two.”

Cindy slapped her leg. “Sounds like my kind of woman. Where are the Romans?”

He led her to the display area where Roman portraits commanded the wall.

She walked up to the first portrait. “Oh my, they’re gorgeous. There are new ones since I was last in.”

“Yes, we brought a couple over from the Winter Fantasy, plus Roman just completed those two.” JJ pointed to the new hangings on the end. One was his personal favorite—a portrait of two slim men, both nude, viewed from the back, standing with their arms around each other. The portrait made JJ feel like crying, but it was gorgeous. “All the prices are marked on the small cards. I’ll let you contemplate. Call me when you’ve narrowed it down, and we can talk.”

He walked up to the window to adjust the sale sign and place more of the dolls in the pretty display he’d made. Amazing that Cindy might buy another Roman. He enjoyed getting a commission, but mostly he loved moving beautiful works of art into good homes.

She called from the back. “Oooh, JJ, this one with the two men is just beautiful.”

“Yes, it’s my favorite too and—” He stared out the window. What the hell? Was that Ryan? Oh my God! Across Forest Avenue in front of the natural art gallery, Ryan was handcuffing a short man with red hair. A few people stood around watching. It had to be the elf robber. Sweet Jesus. Ryan had caught him.

A man walked past the window, obviously looking across the street. JJ glanced at him, then back at Ryan. Sirens in the distance. Backup must be on its way.

The guy who’d passed the window stepped to the curb. His hand went in his pocket. He crossed the street a few yards past where Ryan had the little weasel sitting on the street, handcuffed.

What looked familiar about the guy? Big, potbelly, black stubble on his chin. Holy crap. The big man started toward Ryan, but Ryan’s back was turned. The guy had his hand in his pocket. Gun? Crap, it was Santa Claus, and he had a—shit!

No time to think. JJ tore out the door, dodged a parked car, and ran straight across Forest. The guy was almost to Ryan. No, dammit. “Ryan!”

JJ hurled himself through the air, soaring. Wham. He slammed his gut into the guy’s shoulder, forcing his wind out. Hard to catch his breath. The robber flew backward, and JJ went with him until he landed flat on Santa’s bowl full of jelly. “Oof.”

The robber looked dazed, but he still reached for his pocket. Slo-mo. Like going back in time, JJ saw his father’s face in that one defining moment that had changed everything. The moment JJ realized he was six feet four inches tall, and he might be a sissy, but his father wasn’t going to hit his mom again. His father had looked so surprised—as JJ hit him square in the jaw and knocked him out cold while his mother screamed.

“JJ? JJ, are you okay?”

JJ stared down at the unconscious thief below him, then at his sore hand bunched into a fist. Holy crap, he’d knocked the guy out. He looked back into Ryan’s blue, blue eyes. “I—I thought he had a gun.”

Ryan fished a long switchblade from the man’s pocket. “No gun, but a knife. Pretty bad if he’d gotten ahold of it.”

JJ just nodded.

A couple of people applauded. JJ heard Cindy’s voice from the assembled crowd. “Good job, JJ. You’re a hero.”

Ryan slipped cuffs on the Santa robber as two more police officers rushed up.

JJ tried to catch his breath. Hero? Hell no. One punch had changed his whole life. Made him an outcast, even from the mother he’d tried to protect. He’d made peace with the fact that his family could never love him as he was, but he’d always wished he’d found a way to express himself that hadn’t involved hitting his father.

Ryan’s hand on his shoulder made him look up from where he sat on the sidewalk. Ryan frowned. “Are you all right?”

JJ nodded, but halfway through, his head shook sideways.

Ryan squatted down beside him. “You saved me from injury or—shit, maybe saved my life. You could have been hurt or worse.” His eyebrows lowered and the blue eyes stormed.

Well, hell, what did he do now? Uniformed legs stepped up next to them.

Ryan pulled back quickly, and they both looked up into a young, smiling cop face. “Hey, Detective, is this the guy?”

The guy what?

Ryan stood and reached down to help JJ. JJ managed to get to his feet.

Ryan took a deep breath. “Um, Officer Genovese, this is JJ LaRousse.”

The young cop stuck out a hand, and JJ shook it. Genovese smiled. “You’re our witness, right? The one who identified Shrug? I met you that night at the police station.”

JJ nodded.

“Well done. And good job on this.” He pointed to the two suspects being loaded in the back of two police cars. “That was really brave.”

JJ shrugged. “Not brave. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

The officer laughed.

“I mean, I didn’t think long enough to get scared. I just saw the guy and thought he had a gun, and I jumped on him.” He grinned just a crack. “If the guy had a spider in his pocket, I would have run all the way to Fountain Valley.”

Ryan barked a laugh.

David came tearing across the street. “Oh my God, dear, are you okay?” He grabbed JJ in a huge hug. “The whole town is talking about you.”

JJ frowned. “It’s only been a few minutes.”

David put a hand on his hip. “That’s all it takes. Are you hurt or anything?”

“No.” He put a hand out to Cindy in the crowd and pulled her forward. “But Cindy really wants to buy another Roman, and I’m sure I have to go make a statement or something, so will you help her, please?”

She clapped her hands. “Oh, darling, I’d buy everything you have to sell if I could. That was so wonderful, what you did. Didn’t you say you’re a decorator?”

JJ glanced at Ryan, then smiled at Cindy. “Yes, although I haven’t graduated yet.”

“Will you do my whole house? I just know you’ll understand me better than any decorator I could ever have.” She fished in her purse. “Here’s my card. And remember, I pay cash.”

She laughed and took David’s arm. His boss glanced back at JJ and winked as he squired her across the street.

JJ turned to Ryan. He was still frowning. Well, hell. “You have stuff for me to do?”

“Come to the station so they can take your statement?” Ryan looked completely professional and completely pissed. He’d said JJ saved his life. Now he acted like he’d killed his puppy. The man was cracked.

JJ turned on his heel and marched down Forest toward the police station.

Ryan called after him, “Someone will drive you.”

JJ didn’t even look back. He just kept walking.

When he got to the administration building, he went into the police department. Maybe he could avoid this place after today.

A young woman sat at the desk. “Can I help you?”

“I’m JJ LaRousse. Someone is supposed to take a statement from me.”

She smiled. “Oh yes, Mr. LaRousse. Come with me, please.” She led him down the hall to a different room than he was in before. He tried not to look for Ryan.

She opened the door to a room with a table and a mirror. Okay, he watched TV. He knew what kind of room this was. There were people watching. That felt weird.

She pointed to the table. “Please, take a seat. The officer will be with you shortly.” She grinned and lowered her voice. “And thank you for what you did.” She backed out and closed the door behind her.

JJ sighed. He’d like to get this over with. Maybe go home and cry for a while and then go back to work. Sweet God, he had a new decorating commission. That would be exciting if he could just get past—this.

The door opened, and the young officer he’d seen earlier came in. “Hello, Mr. LaRousse. I’m Officer Genovese.”

“I remember.”

“Thank you for coming in. I just need to ask a few questions, and then you can go.”

Yes, go. Away from here. “Okay.”

“Can you take me back to what caused you to become involved in this incident?”

JJ’s eyes got wide. “Am I in trouble?”

“No, no, nothing like that. We need to know what occurred, that’s all.”

JJ took a deep breath. “I was standing by the window in the gallery.”

“The Underwood Gallery, right?”

“Yes, where I work. I saw Ryan, uh Detective Star, handcuffing a guy across the street.”

“Forest Avenue?”

“Yes. The guy looked like the weasel I saw in the police mug shots, so I was watching. I mean, a lot of people were watching too.”

“Weasel?”

“The guy from the picture. Thin face, pale eyes, red hair.”

“Earl Shrug?”

“I guess. Anyway, as I was watching, this big guy walked in front of my window. He seemed real interested in what was going on, but like I said, a lot of people were, so I didn’t think anything about it at first. But I saw him stop and put his hand in his pocket. He seemed kind of familiar. I noticed he was about the same size as the thief who masqueraded as Santa Claus. Same unkempt beard too. I started getting scared.

“The guy walked across the street kind of, I don’t know, stealthy or something. He was a few yards from Detective Ryan. Then he started moving faster, and I guess I thought he had a gun. I ran across the street. I got a few feet from him and saw his hand coming out of his pocket. I jumped on him and we fell. It winded me, but when I looked at him, he was still struggling and still seemed to be trying to get something out of his pocket. So I hit him.” JJ’s hands shook. He fluttered them to get them to stop. “Oh God, I hit him.”

The door to the room burst open, and Star barreled in. He pointed at JJ. “You could have been killed! Do you understand that you could have been killed?”

Holy crap. JJ nodded.

Star stepped closer and stared into JJ’s face. “You had no business doing that. You shouldn’t have risked your life. I’m a cop. If somebody wants to kill me, I’m trained to deal with it. You’re not. You could have been stabbed.”

JJ frowned. “I heard the police cars coming, but I knew they’d never get there in time. I couldn’t let him hurt you, could I?”

Star’s voice rose and he waggled his finger at JJ. “Of course you could. That’s what cops are for. To get hurt so other people don’t have to. You had no right to save me. Why did you do it? You hate shit like that. You hate violence.”

JJ threw his head back and screamed, “But I love you!” His hands flew into space and clamped over his mouth.

Silence. Ryan stared at him. Officer Genovese slipped out the door and closed it.

Sweet God, what had he done? “I-I didn’t mean that.”

“You didn’t?”

“No. Yes. I mean, I didn’t mean to say that.”

They stared at each other. Ryan’s face was unreadable. Shit.

JJ stood and put his hands on his hips. “Look, I care about you. I’m stupid. I’m sure I’ll eventually get over it. Meanwhile, if I want to save your fucking ass, I will, get it?” He stepped up to Ryan and towered over him. “Yes, I’m a femme. I’m scared of a lot of things, and I hate violence. I’ve only been violent twice in my life, and I just realized that both times, they actually did some good.” Shit, that was true. It was true! He fluttered his hands in front of Ryan’s face, and his voice went up an octave. “Neither of the people I protected, one of them being you, Detective Ryan Asshole Star, appreciated it, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth doing. So, get over your macho self and say ‘Thank you for saving me, JJ.’”

Ryan stared. “Thank you for saving me, JJ.”

“What?”

Ryan reached out a hand and grabbed JJ’s head. He had to stretch, but he managed to press their lips together. Holy shit, Ryan Star was kissing JJ in the police station. Sweet god of happy gay boys, he didn’t care.

JJ pressed his fluttering hands on either side of Ryan’s face and kissed him within an inch of his life. From somewhere behind the big glass mirror, he could faintly hear applause.

Ryan pulled back and put one hand over JJ’s on his cheek. “I’m sorry for being such an asshole. You can save me any day you want to.”

“You serious?”

“Yep. This isn’t easy for me, but I’d like to try doing what I wanted to do all those years ago in New York. I’d like to try coming out, and I’d like to do it with you.”

JJ nodded toward the window in the room. “I think you already did.”

“Yeah.”

JJ sighed. “Look, don’t go making this decision just because I saved you. I’m not some macho dude. I’m not your type. I’m an interior decorator, I don’t like sports, I’ll probably never make it on a pair of skis, and I’m trying not to care. I want to like who I am, Ryan. I can’t spend my life pretending. I’m sorry I did it in the first place.”

Ryan smiled and touched JJ’s lips. “I’m not, because I never would have gotten to know you. I’ve thought about it a lot since I lost you. You got me to see that I love you the way you are. When I saw you jump on the perp, I about freaked. I thought I might have lost you for real.” He took a deep breath. “We can go to Yosemite and you can sit by the fire. I’ll even let you decorate my apartment and get a cat or something.” He flashed that radiant smile, but his eyes looked misty. “I miss you so much. I’ll probably mess up a lot, but I’d sure like to try and make it work. I don’t want my type. I want you.”

The door to the room opened, and the police chief walked in with Officer Genovese. Oh great. Now they’d get arrested.

She smiled. “Hey, you two, get a room. In fact, Ryan, please take our star witness home and don’t hurry back.”

Star gave a tight smile. “JJ, this is Sarah Albright, chief of police and my boss.”

Wow. “Yes, we’ve met.” JJ shook her hand.

“JJ, the city thanks you for the key role you’ve played in solving this crime and in saving the life of one of our officers.” She grinned. Which way did she mean that? “And I request that you perform one more act of civic responsibility.”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Bring Ryan to my New Year’s party, okay?”

Ryan shook his head. “Cruel and unusual punishment.” It was good to hear him laugh.




Chapter Ten

 

 

RYAN HELD JJ’s hand as they walked up to the pretty hillside house. Christmas lights decorated the edge of the deck, and two lighted reindeer made of twigs grazed on the sloping front yard. He’d said he wanted to do this, but shit, it felt awful. Scary.

JJ squeezed his hand. “You okay?”

“Hey, you’re the brave one. You came out a long time ago. I’m a little sick.”

“I don’t think you have to tell anybody. They probably all know after our scene at the station.”

“Maybe, but Cap has known for a long time and never told anybody. She might have ordered Genovese to keep quiet about it.”

JJ stopped and pulled Ryan to a halt too. JJ was strong in more ways than one. “You don’t have to do this.”

Ryan took a breath. “Yes, I do. I want to be with you. Plus I hate the hiding. Maybe I have a chance to be happy for once.” He stepped up and pushed the doorbell.

AG opened the door. Hell, it sounded like a lot of folks in there. “Hey, Ryan. Welcome. Being closest to the door, I am the official greeter. Come on in. Hi, JJ.” The guy grinned, and it was tough not to wonder what he was thinking.

AG pointed to a side room that looked like an office. “You can leave your jackets in there, then come say hi and get a drink and some food.”

In the relative quiet of the office, Ryan took off his windbreaker and scarf and looked at JJ. “You know what? You’re gorgeous.” It was so true. JJ had worn that yellow jacket with really slim dark jeans and a white shirt. His light brown hair curled around his ears with a pink streak in the front. Hand-some! “How did I get so lucky?” It only took one breath to know it was true. Ryan had spent his life living up to other people’s expectations. Time to live up to his own. He stuck out his hand, and JJ took it with a smile.

They walked into the living room. Not big and very crowded. AG came over holding a cute guy’s hand. His grin had to be described as ear-to-ear. Son of a bitch.

“Ryan, JJ, this is my partner, John.”

They all shook hands. AG pointed toward the archway that led into what looked like a dining room. “All the goodies are in there.”

JJ smiled at Ryan. “Why don’t I go get us some drinks and stuff while you chat?”

Ryan felt his breath catch. “Uh, okay.”

John nodded. “I’ll go too and help you carry the food.”

The two men walked off, and Ryan glanced at AG. So this was the guy the captain wanted him to mentor. “How long have, uh, you and John been, you know, together?”

“Seven years.”

“Jesus, kid, were you twelve?”

AG laughed. “No, not quite. I was fifteen and John was sixteen. We met in high school.”

“And you stayed together all this time. How did you even know for sure you were gay at that age?”

“I took one look at that cute ass in gym class, and my orientation pretty much slapped me in the face.”

Ryan grinned and looked down pointedly. “That big, huh?”

AG blushed but laughed. “My parents already knew I was gay. They were just waiting for me to tell them. They were cool with it, and the rest is history. We just stayed together. One of these days, we’ll seal the deal and get married.”

“So do all the guys know?”

AG laughed and pointed at the crowded room. “They do now. But most of them did anyway. Quite a few of the guys have been over to our house with their wives and girlfriends.”

“No shit?”

“This is Laguna. Look around the room and you’ll see some of the men are uncomfortable with it. Most are pretty cool.” He shrugged. “Either way, it’s no skin off my ass. John is my life. Nobody else has to like it.”

Ryan looked up and saw the captain staring at him from across the room with a little smile on her face. Ryan chuckled. “The captain said she wanted me to mentor you. I’m pretty sure she really meant it the other way around.”

AG laughed. “She’s tricky.”

JJ and John pushed through the crowd, their hands laden with glasses and plates. They handed drinks around, and they all toasted. One of the other officers, Don Hardesty, came over with his wife. “So is this an LGBT gathering, or can we join in?”

JJ put a hand on his hip and lisped, “It depends on your level of style, darling, but you two pass.” Ryan felt like his heart skipped.

For a second, Don looked surprised, but then he laughed and his wife did a twirl, showing off her pretty dress. He slapped JJ on the shoulder. “Hey, good job saving our man, here. Of course, we’ll never let him live it down.”

Ryan stiffened.

“I mean, a cop being saved by a civilian, even one as big as you? That’s cause for a lot of ribbing. But seriously, man, good job.”

Ryan relaxed. He sipped his beer and started to have fun. They stayed a couple of hours, and he talked to about half the guys who were there. A few avoided him, but like AG said, no skin off his ass. Best of all, he loved watching JJ. Yeah, the guy was all the things he said about himself. That pink streak in his hair announced this was no macho man from a mile away, and a few minutes in his company confirmed it. He fluttered his hands, fluttered his lashes, fluttered the scarf around his neck. How had Ryan ever thought the guy was straight? More important, how could he have ever believed this guy wasn’t for him? People liked JJ. You could see it in their faces. Ryan liked JJ. A lot.

Ryan looked at his watch. He squeezed JJ’s hand and got the big eyes. He leaned over and whispered, “Want to go? It’s about a half hour until midnight. I’d sure love to be fucking you when the New Year arrives.”

“Oooh. I like the way you think. I want to say goodbye to John. He’s interested in some of my decorating classes.” He bounded off, to the extent a two-hundred-pound guy could bound. Ryan went to the office to get their jackets. When he turned from the couch, the captain stood in the doorway. She smiled. “I’m proud of you.”

“For finally coming out?”

“For that, and for choosing such a great guy.”

Ryan nodded. “He is great, isn’t he? Talented, smart, and feisty as hell.”

She walked over and kissed him on the cheek. She stood nearly as tall as he did. “A great way to start a New Year.”

“Yeah.”

“See you day after tomorrow.”

“You sure you don’t need me on duty tomorrow? It’s a weird day for law enforcement.”

“I always need you, Ryan. You’re a great cop. But JJ saved your life in a lot of ways. Enjoy it.”

“Thanks, Cap.”

When he went back out, JJ was kissing and being kissed by every wife in the room. Ryan glanced at his watch. Would they be able to make it home before twelve?

JJ looked up, and their eyes met. Hell, Ryan didn’t care where they spent the New Year as long as he could spend it with JJ.

 

 

“SORRY I made us so late.” JJ buckled up as Ryan put the car into reverse and backed out of the parking space. They sped down the narrow, winding Laguna road toward JJ’s place, which was closer than Ryan’s.

JJ glanced at his watch. He looked up. “We’re not going to make it.” He pointed toward a street on their right that had a no-outlet sign. “Go down there.”

“Why?”

“Just do it, baby.”

Ryan glanced at him and made the turn. Just as JJ remembered, the road ended in an overlook staring straight at downtown Laguna with its twinkling holiday lights and the vast, dark ocean beyond. The house closest to the edge beside the car looked dark and deserted. JJ had spied the place on a hike and thought the view was gorgeous. He grinned. “I’ll meet you in the back seat.”

Ryan’s eyes got wide. “Really?”

“Hey, we started in a car. Can you think of a better way to celebrate our next step?”

That seemed to get Ryan’s attention, and he leaped out his door and was taking off his belt in the back seat before JJ could get the lube and condoms from the glove compartment and crawl in back. “Unbuckling for safety, are we?”

JJ unfastened his jeans and pulled them down along with his briefs. As usual, Ryan went commando. As JJ uncapped the lube, Ryan cupped the back of his neck with his hand. “I want to kiss you.”

JJ grinned. “My pleasure.”

Their lips met gently, explored, then Ryan pulled back. “Thank you. Thank you for saving me from loneliness and a life that didn’t make sense.”

JJ’s heart didn’t fit in his chest anymore. “Also my pleasure.”

“I promise to save you too. From trying to please people who don’t matter, from underestimating your own greatness, and most of all….” He grinned. “From spiders.”

JJ sighed. They kissed and prepared JJ all at once. Ryan pressed his fingers into JJ’s body, and then JJ threw a leg over Ryan’s lap and lowered himself on the man who fit him best in his whole life. Fireworks exploded in the distance, and the sound of cheers and noisemakers drifted up the hill.

JJ rode up and down, reveling in the joy on Ryan’s face. “Happy New Year, sweetheart.”

“You’re my New Year. The best ever.”

As JJ pushed himself deeper and felt the explosion nearing in his balls, he whispered, “What will happen if somebody sees us?”

Ryan gasped as his cock hit JJ’s prostate. He laughed. “They might call a cop.”
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Chapter One

 

 

“SWEET JESUS, you two are amazing!”

Robin McMillan stared up at the older guy his brother had lured from the bar of their favorite club into the back room for a three-way. Lured might be overstating. The man practically polished the floor with his tongue, he was so anxious to take Bobby up on his horny invitation. After all, Bobby and Robin McMillan—aka double trouble—were pretty well-known around Laguna for showing lucky men who caught their fancy a uniquely good time. Bobby usually did the seducing, and Robin went along to protect his twin and because it was way better than his hand.

But now, this handsome, silver-haired dude hammered his nicely proportioned and tightly condomed cock into Bobby’s ass, and Bobby just hung over the arm of the couch and let him do it. Not a sound. Bobby usually made enough noise for two cats and a couple of highway patrol sirens. He also usually provided the “sweet nothings” small talk with the guys he picked up. He sure as fuck knew better than to let Robin do it.

Robin raised a foot onto the seat of the chair next to him to get a better angle on their ménage partner’s butt. Robin might be bad at sweet-talking, but he was good at fucking.

“Oh yes, Jesus, just like that. Oh God. Oh God.” The man shivered each time Robin’s dick connected with his gland and he’d drive farther into Bobby’s waiting behind. Still no sound from Bobby. Wonder what’s wrong?

Robin reached out a hand and touched his twin’s back. Uh-oh. Clammy and sweating. Fucking shit, is Bobby sick? With double vigor, Robin pounded until the guy quit trying to fuck with any finesse. He just popped little rabbit screws to massage his own cock while Robin assailed his prostate.

“Oh God! Oh God! Don’t stop. Jesus. Jesus.”

The man was positively religious about his sex. “Come for me.” Robin used his silky command voice.

That seemed to do the trick. The guy threw his head back and howled as Robin slid perfectly over the spot once more, then backed off to let him enjoy the high. Robin didn’t bother to come. Bobby could always find them another hookup. Right now, he needed to get this done and check on Bobby.

The man—Robin never caught his name—collapsed over Bobby’s back. Robin gave him a two-count, then pulled him back to standing and held the man against his chest. Robin wasn’t the huggy type, but he wanted to keep the guy from landing on Bobby. His brother pulled up his pants and tucked in his shirt, but he kind of stumbled when he did it.

Finally, their mutual play toy managed to open his eyes and raise his head. “Sweet Jesus, that was one for the record books. I’ve never done a three-way before. My God, thank you.” He looked into Robin’s face. “Did you come? I was so out there I didn’t notice.”

Robin nodded as he pulled up his black jeans and tucked himself in, still half hard. “No worries. But I think my brother’s tired. I need to get him home.”

“Oh sure. Sorry.” The man looked toward Bobby, who managed to quirk his sweet smile, but no way his heart was in it. Damn. Normally he’d be gushing and cooing.

Their new friend pulled up his pants and tucked in his shirt, and when he got the whole business thing together, he grabbed his suit coat from the back of the chair where he’d thrown it. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a card. “You two are truly unforgettable. This is a tough time for me, and you just made me forget my worries in a big way. If I can ever do anything for you, just call me, okay?”

Robin took the card and tucked it in his pocket. He needed to get Bobby home without insulting their friend. Not that he cared much about being rude, but Bobby would hate it. “We will.”

“Seriously. Everyone in my business knows I’m gay, so you don’t have to protect my reputation or anything.”

Bobby waggled a finger and pulled out some dimples. “Ah, but do they know you consort with double trouble?”

The man smiled, which crinkled some nice lines around his eyes. “Bobby, you’re the best kind of trouble. Now get some rest.”

Bobby leaned over and kissed the man’s cheek. “Thank you. I’m a little tired.”

“Couldn’t have proved it by me, beautiful. You boys take care of yourselves.”

Robin stepped up to his brother and threw an arm around his shoulders.

The man shook his head. “My God, it’s hard to see at a casual glance since you dress really differently, but you two are so alike it’s scary.”

Robin managed a half smile. “Trust me, only our DNA.”

Bobby waggled his fingers as the two of them maneuvered out the door of the club’s back room, where they’d set up their impromptu liaison. Robin dodged the guys in the hall and maneuvered Bobby toward the rear door that led most directly to the parking lot. He looked at his twin. Shiny, and not in a good way. “You okay?”

“Feel really bad. It came on suddenly.”

“I figured if you skipped an orgasm, you must be under the weather. Let’s get you home, pump some vitamin C into you, and get you to bed.” He crossed the busy lot, still guiding Bobby with an arm around his shoulders.

“Yeah. Just need some sleep. Big day tomorrow.” Bobby leaned heavily on him.

“If you say so.”

“Robin, this could be it. The one. The commission that makes it all work.”

Shit, Bobby could make sunshine out of pee. Robin got in his side, started the car, and they rode quietly for a few minutes. Bobby laid his head against the seatback, eyes closed, mascaraed lashes fanning his cheeks. “Robin?”

“Ummm?”

“I don’t want to do that anymore.”

“What?”

“No more hookups and one-nighters. I want a real boyfriend.”

“I know, dear.” Robin sighed. Bobby said this whenever he got melancholy. Fortunately, horny trumped melancholy every time.

“You don’t believe me?”

Robin stopped at the Main Beach light. “I do, but you were the one who hooked us up with what’s-his-name back there, not me.”

“His name’s Harold.”

Robin’s hands froze on the wheel, and he shuddered.

Bobby rolled his head back and forth on the seat. “No, no. I’m wrong. His name’s Howard, not Harold. Howard. I remember because he’s an architect. You know, like Howard Roark?” They’d read Ayn Rand’s book under the covers together when they were twelve, swooning over the hero and confirming their family’s horrified suspicions that the boys played for the wrong team. Their parents had tried to love them anyway, thanks to the wise counseling of their mother’s brother. Robin swallowed hard.

Good old Uncle Harold was so good, nobody in the family ever believed anything bad about him. Stumble on the lawn? Must have been a gopher hole. Slur his words? Just tired. How many times had Robin been sent to Uncle Harold’s as a little kid, only to spend the weekend dragging him out of bars, holding his head over the toilet, and covering him while he fought off imaginary insects? Nobody in the family knew or admitted Harold was a drunk—except Robin. Anytime Harold asked for Bobby to come visit, Robin stepped in and took his place. No way he’d let Bobby go there. That was Robin’s job.

Bobby wiped a hand over his face. “Yummy Howard Roark. I want to be Dominique Francon.”

Robin turned left off Pacific Coast Highway and drove up the hill toward their apartment. “There’re just too many temptations for your little pink body to resist.”

Bobby’s voice sounded oddly serious. “But I want to resist. I need to grow up. I don’t want to be an aging twink.”

“You’re twenty-four.”

“And soon I’ll be twenty-five.”

Robin glanced at Bobby. “We’ll be twenty-five. Would you leave me abandoned in the world with my dick hanging out all alone?”

“You should settle down too.”

“I’m not the type.”

“You were willing to give up the others if JJ said yes.”

Shit, that still hurt. “Who knows if I would have remained faithful? Besides, there’s only one JJ.”

Bobby nodded. “The queen who looks like a quarterback.”

Robin had never had a real chance with JJ, especially after he’d gotten one look at Ryan Star. JJ was too kind and good—more like Bobby. He’d never have gone for Robin long. Too depressing to think about. Yeah, so he thought about it all the time.

He turned the Prius into the carport behind their hillside Laguna apartment and climbed out to help Bobby. He took care of Bobby without even thinking. Always had, no matter what.

Bobby looked up at him with those big blue eyes that matched his personality so well—and so totally didn’t match Robin’s. “Please take me seriously.”

“Look, if you want a steady boyfriend, I’ll go out and hit one over the head for you with my club and drag him back to our lair.”

Bobby leaned his head on Robin’s shoulder as they walked into their place. “Too exhausting tonight. Do it tomorrow after the interview. Have to sleep. So important.”

Robin half dragged Bobby to his bedroom, plied him with a heaping teaspoon of powdered vitamin C in water, stripped him, tucked him in, and turned off his lights. He wandered toward their living room, flopped on the couch, and rested his head in his hands.

It looked like he took care of Bobby. Had since they were small children. They always said that Robin was the oldest by five minutes, so he was responsible. But if anything happened to Bobby, Robin wanted to throw up. It was like the light went out of the world. Shit, the time Bobby’d fallen out of that damned tree because he tried to follow Robin up it, Robin ran to their bedroom, crawled under his covers, and trembled for hours. He’ll be better in the morning.

Robin collapsed on his side and pretended he was dead.

 

 

“NOOOO. COME on, dammit. Get out of bed. There’s no fucking way I’m doing this.” Robin ripped the comforter off Bobby, glared at the slim, bare backside that looked remarkably like his own, then yanked on Bobby’s limp arm.

“Mmmmfft.” Bobby obviously had enough strength to pull his arm back—hard. “Too sick. Leave me alone.”

“Robert McMillan, you had enough energy to fuck an architect. You can’t be too sick.”

“Am.”

“Fucking shit!” Robin threw his arms over his head, then crumpled forward into a hunch. “Can’t do this. Can’t. It’s not our deal. I paint. You market. Can’t. Nooooo.” He shook his head and made the moaning sounds coming from his mouth as pitiful as possible.

Bobby rolled to face Robin, pulling the covers back over himself. He slapped a hand against his mouth and burped, then panted. Okay, he looked awful. Even his platinum spikes had wilted to dead stalks of straw. “I’ll barf on the prospective clients. I was throwing up half the night. You can’t be worse than that.”

“Wanna bet? I hate clients, prospective or otherwise. You know that.”

“If we get this commission, it could make the whole year work. We wouldn’t have to scrape for the rent.”

Robin flopped in the chair beside his brother’s bed. “If we got it, which we won’t if I go, it would overlap with the Sawdust. That’s where we make most of our money.”

Bobby’s usually pink skin looked greenish. “Yes, and where I do most of the selling, which I’ll do again this year while you paint. You’re better than me anyway.”

“Not true.”

“You know it is. You got all the tortured-soul talent while I got the sunny salesmanship.” He burped.

Robin raked the midnight curtain of hair from his face. “Which is why you have to go today, Bobby. I just can’t. Please.”

“If I could go, I’d never ask you. You know that.”

Shit. Yes, he did know that. “You know how to hurt me.”

“Of course. We have identical DNA, darling.” He pulled the comforter tighter. “If we get it, you don’t have to take a single cooking job all year.”

Robin wrapped his hands behind his head and sank onto his knees. “If I never have to cook another meal, it’ll be fine with me.”

“But you’re so good at it.” Bobby belched unbecomingly. Not something he’d ever do if he could help it. “Please, don’t mention food.”

“Gladly.” Weirdly, the main thing his grandmother had bequeathed to him was an amazing proficiency in the kitchen. All those years helping her pull shit from the oven, feeling punished because he wasn’t “man” enough to go outside with the boys. Bobby hadn’t cared. He’d been happy petting the kitties and made friends despite already being “different” at five and six. Robin hated every fucking asshole who tormented him. Plus Bobby never had to spend a weekend with Uncle Harold. Yeah, Robin made sure of that.

“Get this commission, and we can both pick and choose what we do for the rest of the year.” Bobby slapped a hand to his face. “Oh God, gonna barf again.” He leaped from the bed and ran naked into the bathroom.

Robin grabbed the wool afghan from the back of the chair, walked into Bobby’s narrow en suite, and wrapped it around the shoulders of his twin, who was painting the toilet in vomit. Robin leaned against the sink. “We can’t pick and choose when we’ll be breaking our backs on a scaffold for months.”

Bobby popped an arm against the cabinet and rested his head on it. “Robin, either do it or don’t. I haven’t got the strength to argue with you.”

Robin sighed. When Bobby ran out of patience with him, it was over. His brother had boundless energy and a true heart of gold, and only on rare occasions did Robin stretch him to breaking. This appeared to be one of those times. If he refused to go do the thing he hated most in life—and that was saying something, since he hated a lot of things—it wasn’t just his own future he was messing with. It was his brother’s too. He might not give a shit about 99.9 percent of the humans on the planet, but Bobby, he loved. “I’ll go, but I’ll fuck it up, and you don’t get to say shit about it, got it?”

Bobby dropped his head in the bowl and barfed.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

A “pumped up” version of the Volley Balls story, twice as long as the original.

A double dose of alpha male might be better than one.

Despite just getting out of an abusive relationship with an asshole alpha, David Underwood’s wandering glance lands on two hot members of the Australian volleyball team on Laguna Beach and gets him harassed again. Still, when the delicious Gareth Marshall proves his interest by coming out to his team, David succumbs to his attraction. But Gareth’s volleyball partner, Edge, who’s equally hot, makes the lovers’ lives miserable.

For Gareth, a lifetime of hiding his orientation—and his attraction—from his best friend, Edge, as well as everyone else around him, adds up to hurt and frustration. David’s the first man to ever compete with Edge for Gareth’s passion. But Edge has secrets of his own, and David’s ex-lover will never be happy without David under his fist. With everything stacked against him, can a gay Laguna man find happiness with an alpha male–or two?
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Renowned artist Rodney Mansfield stands five foot six, has pink hair, six earrings, a black belt in karate—and a desperate yearning for firefighter Hunter Fallon. But Rod, the Runtback of Notre Dame, knows he’ll never land the beautiful “straight gay” guy, so Rod musters his altruism and helps his more masculine friend Jerry attract Hunter. As if a broken heart wasn’t enough, Rod saves Hunter from a firehouse homophobe—humiliating Hunter in front of his dad!

Hunter lives a dream life—his father’s dream. While he’d like to teach literature in college, read poetry in the sun, and find a strong guy to top him, he fights fires for his dad. Hunter hates flamboyant guys like Rodney. So why can’t he resist him? Maybe it’s time to admit this is one flame he has no desire to put out.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Adam James is so far in the closet he could find Narnia. As an attorney for the homophobic WMA Development, he can’t come out without risking the million-dollar paycheck waiting for him once they push their big land development deal through the city council—money that will finally allow Adam to live according to his own terms. Then, on an early morning scuba dive, Adam meets a tall, lean rebreather diver named Sky who makes him want to hug a tree.

Sky Sea Mickeljohn stands for the environment, world peace, and being openly gay. He won’t compromise his principles for anyone—even the damned lying developer lawyer he can’t help lusting after. True, the WMA land development deal could put thousands of people at risk, but Sky still wants to risk his heart. In the fight between freedom and integrity, is there a place for love?
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Sequel to Fire Balls

A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Can two men with skewed self-images see their true reflections in each other’s eyes?

Jerry Wallender—firefighter, surfer, and occasional nude model—knows he’s no rocket scientist. So why does he keep choosing intellectual guys who make him feel dumber? He worked his buns off to overcome his reading disability and pass the firefighter’s test, and he loves everything about the job. Well, except for Mick Cassidy, the big, blond, hunky homophobe who harasses Jerry for being gay. But Jerry is smart enough to realize it’s not hate driving Mick, but the pain of a very unhappy upbringing.

Mick Cassidy, Firefighter Assist and Search Team, fights fires, but he can’t fight his attraction to the kindest, most generous—and sexiest—guy he’s ever met. Does that make him gay? If it does, he just might get himself killed by his gay-hating preacher father—and take Jerry down with him.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Though only twenty-six, single father Theodore Walters lives with his head in the clouds and his feet firmly planted in reality. At the center of his life is Andy, his seven-year-old son, with whom he shares no DNA, though nobody—including his religious-fanatic in-laws—knows that, and Theodore will do anything to keep them from finding out. Theodore works hard to get his PhD and the tenure and salary that might follow to make a better life for Andy—but the head of his department thinks his dissertation on Jane Austen and romance novels is frivolous.

Theodore’s carefully planned life goes off the rails when he walks into a popular Laguna Beach bar and meets the bartender, “Snake” Erasmo, a pierced and tattooed biker who sends Theodore’s imagination—and libido—soaring. Snake has even more secrets than Theodore and couldn’t be a less “appropriate” match, but he might be the only guy with the skills to show Theodore that happily ever after is for real.
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