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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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Chapter One

 

 

“HEY, QUEER, what do you think you’re looking at?”

David froze in midbite and blinked slowly at the blond giant posed like an angry Goliath on the volleyball court, wearing swim trunks that barely covered the truly amazing essentials. If the dude didn’t want his ass stared at, he should cover it better. Still, David shuddered. He’d forgotten what it felt like to be kicked in the stomach by words.

He inhaled slowly and deeply, then dropped his sandwich into the box beside him on the steps. The words were better than Phil’s big foot. But this oversized asshole wasn’t his ex. He was some butt-dumb tourist—with a perfect body. Sigh. Wow, and an even better friend. The guy on the other side of the net, with his shaggy dark hair and glowing tanned skin, almost eclipsed the blond—almost.

David squared his shoulders. He didn’t have anything to be afraid of. That’s why he lived in Laguna. Nobody messed with you. Somebody needed to tell Mr. Goliath Man that on this beach he could get mugged for harassing a fag.

Goliath stood with his hands on his narrow hips, glowering at David. Both he and his friend must be six foot four or five and built like the proverbial shithouses. Solid brick. Also, pretty clearly, mean as piss. One day I’ll get over my weakness for alpha males. It’ll save me a lot of pain.

Mr. Asshole took a step forward, and David flinched. If anything, the giant’s frown got deeper. “You hear me, fairy?”

The asshole’s friend, Mr. Dreamy, walked over to the Neanderthal and grabbed his arm. “Back off, Edge. The guy didn’t do anything to you.” Friend had an accent and, come to think of it, so did the potty mouth. What? South African? Australian, probably.

Yeah, gays didn’t fare all that well in those places. But this isn’t Australia, dickhead. He folded up the wrapper from his sandwich and rose from the steps where he’d been sitting enjoying the sun and the, yum, scenery. His jeans fit him like a second skin—not as fabulous as the first skin, thank you very much—and the green silk shirt tucked into it showed off his eyes. He flipped his hair with what he hoped was an in your face gesture. When he looked up, both the big men were staring at him. Mr. Goliath looked pissed. The other one? Unreadable. Probably disgusted.

David turned, flexed his perfect ass, and walked up the stairs to the boardwalk slowly so they had plenty of time to appreciate the wonder of each cheek. At the top of the short flight, he stepped onto the grass and sauntered toward the Pacific Coast Highway and the town beyond. His heart still beat like he’d taken speed, but maybe his show was convincing. They’d probably stopped watching a long time ago, but what the hell. It bolstered his confidence.

Wham! A weight slammed into his back. For half a second, he panicked.

“You poor baby.”

David blew out his breath very quietly. He’d nearly been knocked over by a flying missile of compassion. “Hi, Rodney.” David let himself be pulled into a warm embrace. He hugged back and then gently extricated himself.

Rodney Mansfield gazed past David with narrowed eyes. “I’m so sorry, darling. I saw those assholes harassing you through the window.” He waved at the coffee shop that occupied the enviable position beside the sand. “I couldn’t get here in time. Damn it.”

David forced himself not to chuckle. Even at six one, David was three or four inches shorter than those men, and Rodney was less than half their size. But Rodney was a terrier, fierce and noisy in defense of friends. Plus, Rodney taught a karate class that David heard was the serious shit. Maybe the guy could have done them some damage, and if not, he probably could have talked them to death.

Rodney grasped David’s arms. “But now that you’re here, you have to say you’ll come to Las Brisas tomorrow night for a drink, otay?” He fluttered his eyelashes, which meant this was not a quick margarita with a friend.

“What’s up?”

“We-e-ell, I have someone I want you to meet. Or rather Tessa does.”

David sighed. “Come on, sweetie, give it up. After Phil, I’m damaged goods. I’m not ready to be decent company of a romantic sort. I’m fine by myself.” He kicked at the grass. “Although I sure as hell miss the sex.”

“Seriously. This guy is great because I swear he’s nothing like you-know-who at all. He’s smart and has a good career and a great personality.”

David gave him a long-suffering glance, perfected from much use.

Rodney shrugged. “Okay, I know ‘great personality’ is usually the kiss of death, but he works with Tessa, and she thinks he’d be a super match for you.”

Rodney’s friend Tessa thought Prince Charles was sexy.

“Okay, sweetie, I’ll meet him. But you be there too. Tomorrow is my only night off from the Pageant of the Masters, so I’m not hanging around with a loser, no offense.”

“None taken. Kiss, kiss. Seven o’clock tomorrow. And get to the pageant a little earlier for makeup tonight, okay? I hear it’s a full house, and I want you to be utterly gorgeous.”

David struck a pose. “Darling, I’m always gorgeous.” He started walking again. “And my makeup is marble white, so what possible difference can you make?”

Rod scampered beside him. “Come a little earlier and don’t give me a hard time.”

“Yes, dear.” David waved, and after a quick dash across Pacific Coast Highway and a short walk up Forest, he ducked through the door of the Underwood Gallery.

Two female shoppers perused the display shelves, fingering the little hand-painted clown dolls, which provided a steady flow of income between large sales of art pieces. JJ looked up from his post at the register and waved. The big handsome guy often attracted lady tourists off the street just to get a closer look at his gorgeous face, but in real life JJ was more queen than quarterback and one hell of an interior decorator in training.

David smiled at the customers and asked if he could help.

The woman glanced toward JJ, then picked up the clown she was fingering. “Actually, these are very cute. I think they’re perfect as gifts. So unique. JJ was telling us about the artist who makes them.” She looked JJ’s way again. “I’ll take five.” She started loading the dolls into David’s hands as she picked. “How much were they again?”

“Between two hundred and fifty and three hundred. But we’ll give them all to you at two-fifty since you’re buying several.”

“Oh, thank you. That’s so nice. Can you wrap them as gifts? Maybe a couple of them in holiday wrap and the rest in more general paper?”

David balanced the dolls. “You’re getting an early start on holiday shopping.”

She laughed. “Yes, but you know how it is. One minute it’s summer and the next it’s Christmas.”

David waved at JJ, who was staring at the computer. “Hey, dear, will you come grab some of these and start wrapping?”

JJ jumped up. “Sorry. I just saw this great room design.”

It took twenty minutes, but between the two of them, they wrapped all the little dolls beautifully, and the ladies left beaming—mostly at JJ.

David grabbed the mail from the counter. “Anything else happen while I was gone?” He wouldn’t tell JJ about the assholes on the beach. JJ scared easily.

“I sold several more of the clowns, and one lady loved the small Roman piece we just put up. I’m betting she comes back.”

“That would be lovely—for us and Rodney.” Roman was the nome d’arte of Rodney in his painter persona—a persona in which he was recognized as one of southern California’s greatest artists. A better artist than a matchmaker, sadly.

“Why don’t you get lunch now? I can handle it.”

“You sure? Sorry I left you hanging there with those ladies. I got distracted.”

“Not a problem. Go eat.”

JJ seemed to be dragging his feet. David glanced back from the mail. “Is something wrong, dear?”

JJ stared at the floor. “I-I think I saw—maybe it was just somebody who looked like—” He blew out a long sigh.

“Like Phil?”

“Yeah. Shit. It probably wasn’t him.”

“It’s okay. I’m bound to see him sometime. He has a house here.” He shuddered. “Anyway, he knows better than to mess with me. I’ll have the police on the asshole. I have a court order, remember?”

“I didn’t want to worry you. I thought and thought whether to tell you.”

“You did the right thing. See you in an hour.”

JJ gave him a hug and left.

David collapsed in the chair behind the counter. He didn’t want to tell JJ that he’d rather not know. Jesus, just thinking Phil could be anywhere around gave him night sweats. He rubbed his palms on his jeans. Get to work and let your imagination get over itself.

He threw himself out of the chair and set about organizing and straightening some of the smaller objets d’art that always got moved by interested patrons.

His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the text.

All set for tomorrow night. Tessa says you’re gonna love him! See you in a few hours.

After waiting on four or five more enthusiastic customers, he got a little break in the action. He loved summer. The art festivals, the pageant, and, of course, the beautiful beaches drew customers in droves. The streets were so crowded sometimes you could barely get through the crush. Great for business.

Might as well straighten the window display and get a jump on tomorrow.

As he approached the front, raucous laughter boomed in from the street. Somebody had started partying early. A voice rose above the general sound of tenors and baritones. “Lotta bloody poufs in this town, don’t you think? Place is a bit too damned cute for its own good.”

David stopped. He’d know that voice forever. The asshole from the beach stood outside the shop window with a group of six or seven men, all big and dressed in some variation on warm-up suits.

Don’t come in. Don’t come in. Every cell of his body wanted to run into the back room and hide.

Christ, I hate this. Once he hadn’t been afraid. He was a good-sized guy, and not completely harmless, but Phil had beaten the fight out of him.

Take a deep breath. This is your gallery. But he sure didn’t want to be cornered alone in here by Goliath.

The men were involved in their own conversation, and David could hear that same Aussie accent—“yis” for yes, and damned sounded like “demmed.” On the back of one of the jackets, he read Australian Volleyball.

He’d read something about a big tournament in Huntington Beach. Well, shit. Why didn’t they stay there? What are they doing in Laguna spreading their fucking athlete testosterone around?

Of course, even scared witless, he appreciated the view. A finer collection of alpha males had seldom been assembled. The shortest of them was probably an inch taller than David, and they all looked broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped. Sigh.

Mean straight guys. Phil liked to play straight all day long to his Newport Beach buddies, then come to Laguna and fuck David into the mattress all night. And if David objected, the asshole was equally happy to beat him into the mattress.

Suddenly, one of the guys outside turned and looked in the window. David tried to shrink back, but too late. He was eye to eye with the dark-haired man who had pulled Goliath away on the volleyball court. The guy’s eyes were light, his face a carved testament to masculine perfection, while dark brown hair flopped over his forehead.

He stared at David for a moment, then gave a little smile. David got a chill. Crap. Could he just lock the door?

Then the dark-haired one said, “C’mon, let’s go get a beer. We’ve got some time to kill.” He seemed to purposefully put his tall, lean body between Goliath and the window as he ushered the men down the street toward the popular restaurants, whooping and laughing.

Did he deflect the group on purpose? Probably didn’t want any trouble, and that big, mean guy looked like trouble down to the ground.

The sounds of the voices dissipated, and David finally took a breath. He’d have to take the long way ’round getting to the pageant tonight. Sure as hell didn’t want to run into that crew.

 

 

GARETH MARSHALL stayed at the back of the pack of his mates, just in case anyone decided to shift direction. What were the chances he’d see that same guy from the beach in a shop? The sassy one Edge had been all over like a bad fucking suit. I wouldn’t have thought that guy would scare easy, but he looked pretty terrified when he saw us outside his window. That made Gareth feel weird—and sad. He looked back over his shoulder, but no glimpse of the beach guy.

“C’mon, Gar, catch up.” Edge reached back and grabbed his arm, dragging him up with the crew. “What about this place? Looks like they’ve got a bar.” Edge nodded toward a large restaurant on the corner that looked like Hansel and fucking Gretel might walk out at any moment.

“Yeh, okay. The art place isn’t far from here. We can walk easy. But I want food, not just booze.”

Edge threw his elbow around Gareth’s neck in a headlock and rubbed a hand over his hair. “You always want food, mate. You must live on that stomach of yours.”

Gareth pulled himself away from Edge’s big embrace. He loved the guy, but shit, he was handsy. Made Gareth’s stomach flip.

Inside, people stared. People always stared at them since they looked like a walking mountain when the team went out together. The hostess rushed over and smiled a little too much, but she was sweet. It only took them a few minutes to put together a table for eight.

The waiter was a tall guy with long hair and eyeliner who said his name was Derek and he’d be taking care of them. Edge scowled, but it didn’t stop him or any of the guys from ordering pitchers of beer and lots of food. Once everybody looked at the menu, they all wanted one of each. Most of the guys got steak or hamburgers, but Gareth ordered swordfish with garlic butter.

When Derek walked away, Edge said, “This whole fucking town is just pink poufy, man. Let’s get out of here fast.”

Gareth controlled his sigh. “You know we can’t. The team got invited to the pageant thing, and they’re holding special seats for us. They say it sells out every night, so we can’t bail and leave them with empty seats. Coach would be pissed.” Although truthfully he wasn’t all that excited either. He loved art. Pageants? Not so much. Plus, he just felt antsy. Something about the confrontation with that guy at the beach.

“Yeh, yeh, I know.” Edge leaned his big body back in the chair. “Just making an observation.”

Derek returned with their food, accompanied by another waiter who appeared straight enough. At least he didn’t get the stink eye from Edge. The others dug into their meat, while Gareth savored the swordfish. Damned good. Of course, garlic butter made most anything delicious.

Oscar Pedersen, the big forward on another of their two-man teams, carefully carved the fat off his sirloin with knife and fork. Edge snorted. “Watching your girlish figure there, Oscy? Come on, mate, act like a man.” He looked around the table at their teammates. “We gotta get him out of this town quick. It’s rubbing off already.”

Gareth slapped his napkin on the table. “Fuck, Edge, will you never let up for a minute?” He shoved back his chair. “I’m going to the gents.”

As he stalked off, Edge’s voice followed. “What’s up his arse?”

Shit, he wanted to go back and point out to Edge that recent research proved the biggest homophobes were usually gay, but they had to play tomorrow, and keeping the peace was job one. Still, Edge never tried to keep Gareth happy.

When he got back to the table, everyone pretended like nothing had happened. Yeh, ignoring him made sure Edge never improved his behavior. But he loved the guy. They’d been best friends for years, through school, sports, and some major discomfort on Gareth’s part. Major.




Chapter Two

 

 

THE TEAM ate, drank, and hauled themselves out of the restaurant in time to walk over to the festival a couple of blocks away. Since they had pageant tickets, they got in the festival for free. The open-air grounds glittered with sparkling lights, and big wall panels displayed art of every kind, while glass cases exhibited jewelry. Wow. If they’d gotten here earlier, Gareth could have spent more time out here in the art show. This was beautiful. Much more appealing than anything called a pageant.

One huge portrait of a nude guy caught his eye. Holy crap, that’s gorgeous. The figure’s back faced the viewer. The light caught the curve of his spine and the bulge of his buttocks, while most everything else blended into the black background. Gareth closed his mouth with effort.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Gareth glanced up. A tall, really handsome guy so buff he could have been on their team stood a couple of feet from the portrait. His voice in no way matched the visual—high, breathy, and effeminate. Gareth nodded. “Yes, it stopped me dead. Really beautiful.”

“It’s by Roman. He’s one of the most respected and popular artists in southern California. We show him in our gallery. You should stop in some time. There’s quite a collection.”

“Your gallery?” Gareth looked at the sign on the display wall. It said Underwood Gallery. He cocked his head. “Uh, is your shop on the main street?” He pointed vaguely toward downtown Laguna.

“Yes. Yes, it is.” The big man smiled and ran a hand through his spiky hair that had streaks of pink.

“Is there a guy who works for you? Kind of tall? Not as tall as you, but light brown hair? Slender?”

He laughed. “Oh, you must mean David. He doesn’t work for me. I work for him. He owns the gallery.”

“No shit?”

“David Underwood. Do you know him?”

“Oh, uh, no. Just saw him in the shop, I think. He seems young to have—”

“Jesus, Gar, what the hell are you looking at?” Edge grabbed his arm. “Come on, man. You made us hurry to get in to this fag fest. Let’s get on with it.”

Gareth ripped his arm out of Edge’s hand. “Hang on.” He glanced at the man with the soft voice. His wide eyes gave Gareth the willies. Just like the guy he called David had looked when they stood outside the shop. Shit. He made himself sick. “Thank you so much for telling me.” He turned and walked away—straight back to the life he’d created.

 

 

A FIRM hand gripped David’s penis and moved it to one side. David looked down, unable to see over Rodney’s currently red mane of hair. “Excuse me, darling, but what the hell are you doing with the body makeup down there?”

Rod glanced up and winked. “Well, darling, you’re much better hung than Michelangelo’s version of David, so I have to make this cock look like a part of the statue. Let’s say they couldn’t have used a fig leaf on you, sweetie.”

David laughed. “Flattery will get you everywhere, and I will confess that, sadly, this is the most action that cock has had in quite some time.”

“See, that’s why you have to come tomorrow night. You won’t forget?”

“I said I’d be there.”

“Voilà.” Rodney stood, pushing David toward the mirror in the crowded, messy dressing room.

David smiled. Well, okay. His reflection showed that, as promised, Rodney had outdone himself with the body makeup. He’d mixed some subtle shine into the matte white used to simulate marble, and he’d applied it extra thick. With the curled white wig on his head, and the white sling in his hand, David was… David. The image of the great Michelangelo masterpiece. In real life he was a bit prettier, not quite as masculine as the statue, but in this makeup, the resemblance was total. Of course, if anyone could do it, Rodney could.

“Wow. That looks cool,” Mike said. He was one of the other pageant performers who’d agreed to pose nude and had been assigned the special “nudist” dressing room.

“Yeah, I’ve got to admit our Rodney has exceeded my expectations.”

Rodney proceeded to bow grandly until another one of the statue models snagged him for a touch-up.

“Places for the classical series.”

The scratchy public address system was barely coherent, but David and the others mounted the stairs to the stage, where the impressionist art series would have just finished. Even when the backgrounds were so soft and dreamy and the figures diffuse, the amazing combination of set painting and miraculous lighting created the impression of an actual life-sized oil painting on the stage. The illusion was so complete people came from all over the world, year after year, to see the famous Pageant of the Masters.

He stood in the wings as Venus came off the stage, her skirts dragging and bare breasts bouncing in the white makeup. She winked at him. “Give ’em hell, gorgeous.”

He walked onto the stage in the near darkness, stepped onto the pedestal, positioned the sling in his hand, and cocked one knee. Taking a deep breath, he became still. He was ready.

 

 

GARETH SHIFTED uneasily in the darkened amphitheater. Another scene change. The effects were lovely and sometimes awe-inspiring, but he’d gotten the idea in the first half hour. He was ready to go.

He glanced to his left at Edge, who seemed fascinated with the show. Intriguing, since Edge had the attention span of a gnat. The other guys were more restless, jabbing each other when the bare-breasted art pieces appeared, but they managed to stay on the near side of rude.

He settled back for the duration. Maybe a little catnap. The lights came up as he started to close his eyes. He heard an indrawn breath and looked up. Holy, bloody, everlasting hell.

In the center of the vast stage, on a rotating platform in a single perfect spotlight, was David, the masterwork of Michelangelo. Gareth had seen it in Florence several times, and every sense he had told him he was looking at the actual statue, although his mind knew this was a human being. Glowing, luminous, absolutely still… sweet bloody Christ, how could someone do it? How could they have found a person so perfect?

He noticed a deep stillness in the audience and also among his mates. Edge was absolutely motionless. Unusual for him. But the statue, the guy, was just that beautiful.

Gareth cocked his head. The model’s legs were not as big and muscular as the Michelangelo. This “statue” was a bit leaner and even more graceful. The pedestal kept turning. Gareth squinted. Bloody hell, he’d seen that perfect ass before. He peered into the pool of light as the David rotated. He’d seen those amazing cheekbones.

It was the guy from the beach and the shop. Gareth rifled through his program for the name. David Underwood. The one who owned the gallery. The fag. Gareth shifted onto his hip, leaning away from Edge. Wouldn’t do to let his pouf-hating friend see his massive erection.

 

 

“NIGHT, DEARS.” David kissed the air next to the cheeks of Bobby and Robin McMillan, brilliant artists and JJ’s most favorite twin twinks. The twins posed as the Two Fridas—masquerading as women in the pageant. David waved. “See you tomorrow night.” Volunteering for the pageant ate up time, but hell, it wasn’t like he had a whole helluva lot else to do, and it really made a person feel a part of the community. A Laguna insider.

David walked down the pathway from the backstage area into the festival grounds. People were leaving, and JJ would likely have closed up their booth. Better check.

He skirted around two of the display walls toward their installation. Since the festival was a juried art show, it was a huge honor to be chosen. He was a relatively new artist compared to the old-timers who had been here since the sixties and seventies, so he chose his space later than they did. As a result, he got a decent location but not prime.

He wound through the displays toward his booth and—stopped. Holy shit. The guy from the beach—the beautiful dark-haired one—stood in front of his booth staring at the Roman portrait he’d featured. Where the hell had he come from? More important, why was he there? Did he see the pageant? No, no way. Not the type. Some jock from down under. Still, the wistful expression on the guy’s face as he stared at Roman’s portrait made David’s belly clench. What was he thinking? Could he love art?

The guy’s shoulders rose and fell like he just took a big breath. A sigh. He shook his head, shoved his hands in his warm-up suit pockets, which forced the fabric to cup under his world-class ass, and walked slowly toward the exit. Where were his friends? Why did he look like he’d lost the best one of them?

David hurried to the booth, where JJ was pulling down the most valuable pieces and packing up the small, stealable items. The grounds were guarded at night, but JJ, bless him, didn’t leave their profits to chance. He looked up at David and flashed his sweet smile. “Hey, how did the show go?”

“Great. Need help?”

“Nope. All done.”

“Uh, who was that customer I saw leaving?”

JJ grinned. He might be naïve but he wasn’t dumb. “Hard to miss, isn’t he?”

“Yep.”

“He asked about you.”

“Me? How the hell would that guy know me?”

JJ must have registered his frown, because his voice got breathy. “He said he saw the gallery and I assumed he’d been in, uh, because he described you. I told him your name.” His hands started to flap like they did whenever he got upset. “I hope that was okay. I mean, it’s the name on the gallery, and he seemed nice and acted like he was admiring the painting and—”

“It’s okay.” He put a hand on JJ’s arm. Don’t panic. He saw you—twice. Don’t scare JJ. “Yes, actually I saw him on the beach, and then later he was outside the gallery. I was just surprised he’d remember.”

JJ fanned himself. “Oh, good. I sure wouldn’t want to help some stalker.” He sighed. “But my, he could stalk me anytime.”

Sadly, he half felt that way himself. “So I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes. Are you doing something fun with your one night off—I hope?” JJ grinned.

“I’m doing something.” He raised an eyebrow. “The jury’s out on whether it’s fun or not.”

“Rodney?”

“Oh yes, God help me. Rodney.” They both laughed.

 

 

“AND THEN I completely reorganized the accounts payable reporting system, and my supervisor was ecstatic. I mean, it was a whole redo of the Excel, and she said you can’t have too many Excel shortcuts to suit her, and….”

David stifled his sigh, hoping Mark, his blind date, wouldn’t hear. He liked accounting, honest, but Mark had an enthusiasm for the subject that qualified as superhuman. Rodney, the little turd, had sent his apologies for feeling “under the weather” and unable to join them. Probably became afflicted after spending five minutes listening to Mark extol the virtues of tax records.

Since Mark was now explaining his system by drawing on the white cloth table cover, David let his eyes steal around the restaurant and bar and froze. Dark, silky, wavy hair. Tall. Really tall. Shit, was that…? He blinked and the dark-haired aberration was gone. Did he really see him? Hell, he was shrinking from shadows since that guy yelled at him yesterday.

“David?”

He looked back at Mark, who now gazed at him with disappointed puppy eyes.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I got distracted because, frankly, I need a men’s room and couldn’t quite remember where the facilities are in this place.”

Mark looked a little mollified. He pointed toward the entrance by the bar. “I think it’s over there. Shall I order another round while you’re gone?”

If he had the balls of a mosquito he’d say “No, I have to leave,” but he was a wuss. He’d been kicked in the teeth so many times by guys that he couldn’t bear to do it to someone who was only trying to be nice. “Sure. That’d be great.”

Since he knew exactly where the men’s room was, he walked straight toward it. He could stand to pee, and he could stand a break from Excel spreadsheets. He went in, used the equipment, and washed up very slowly. The men’s room door opened, and the bar’s music sounded louder.

David grabbed a hand towel, dried, and turned to leave.

Leaning against the wall by the door, blocking his exit, was “the friend.” The delicious, terrifying, dark-haired beach guy, sporting an inscrutable expression—part grin and part grimace.

Holy shit. This could not be another accidental meeting.

Scared and pissed—an adrenaline-intensive combo. His heart beat like a bass drum and goose bumps covered his arms—and his dick. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he shouted. Best defense and all that.

The dark-haired guy shrugged and kind of ducked. “I hate to admit it, but I followed you.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. I went to your store to see you and saw you walking over here, so—” He shrugged again. “—I followed you.”

David’s stomach turned. “Shit! Jesus, get away from me.” But he couldn’t force his leaden legs to pass the man. In fact, he fell back a couple of feet.

The guy pushed off from the wall and stepped toward him. “Is that guy your boyfriend?”

“None of your business.” David put up his hands. “You can’t get away with beating up gay men in Laguna. This isn’t some Neanderthal country. You’ll get arrested.”

The guy paused and frowned. “Who said anything about beating you up?”

“How about your fucking friend?”

The guy took another step toward David. “He’s not me. Understand?” It sounded like understend. “I mean you no harm, mate. Honest.”

David pressed back against the wall. Trapped. Maybe he could slip to the side. “Then what do you want? Why are you following me?”

The guy stopped. “I don’t usually act this way. All stalkery.”

“Thanks a fuck for reserving it for me.”

“It’s just I saw you three times and—I guess three’s a charm like they say. I want to take you out—like to dinner.”

David gasped. “What?” He turned only his eyes toward the Aussie. The guy was gazing at David’s face like some painting in his gallery.

“I saw you last night. At that art thingy. I thought you were perfect. Those cheekbones, that ass. Sorry. I’d like to take you out.”

“Out? As in on a date out?”

“Yeh, that’s the idea.”

Of all the fucking nerve…. David shoved off the wall, hands firmly planted on his hips. “Are you trying to tell me that you’re gay? Running around harassing innocent people with that band of delinquents, and you’re a closet case? Give me a break! Haven’t you heard? It’s chic to be gay. We can get married and everything. Get into this decade.”

“Sorry. It’s just I’m a volleyballer. And Australian, at least currently. We don’t come out. But I’d really like to take you out.”

“As your pal? Right.” David flipped his hair. “No, asshole. Get away from me. I do not do this. I don’t go with men who aren’t proud of who and what they are. Not anymore. Never again. Go back to your closet and play with your volleyballs.”

His exit was sweeping, dramatic, and for one lovely moment, absolutely perfect. Outside the door his knees weakened, but not as much as his resolve. Have you lost your mind? Did you see that guy? He just wants to take you out. Shit!

Taking a deep breath, he managed to get himself back into the restaurant and to the table. Mark looked up with big eyes. “I was about to come see if you’d drowned.”

He sat down and tried to smile. “I’m so sorry. I ran into an acquaintance, and had trouble getting away from him.” Truer words were never spoken. “Thanks for ordering the French seventy-five for me.”

“The bubbles are probably gone.” Mark was definitely pouting.

“I’m sure I’ll enjoy it. Say, why don’t I take you to dinner to make up for being such a rude companion?”

Mark’s face lit up. “I’d love that, thank you, and I can tell you about some plans I have for….” He glanced over David’s shoulder.

David turned his head. The big Aussie stood over him, his beautiful face somber. He leaned down a little. “What if I tell them? What if I do that? Will you come out with me then?”

David’s heart did some kind of wrenching twist. “You’re clearly insane. You don’t even know me. Why would you want to rip your life apart for me?”

“That’s my business.”

David’s pulse beat so hard he could barely hear. “No, it’s mine. I don’t want you doing anything because of me. If you don’t value yourself enough to do it for that reason, then don’t come around using me as an excuse.” He turned back to Mark and felt more than saw the dark-haired man—the gorgeous, sexy, perfect man—walk away. Double shit.




Chapter Three

 

 

FINALLY OVER! Jesus, the night to end all nights. David walked away from Las Brisas. One more spreadsheet—and one more recrimination about being so mean to the Aussie—and he’d barf. He’d finally thrown in the towel. When Mark suggested they go to a club, David just bailed and said he had to go back to the shop. He’d almost said to do inventory and caught himself just in time. He didn’t want to be even meaner, but when Mark suggested another date, he waffled—and Mark finally got the message. This wasn’t a match made in gay boy heaven.

Just to be not totally a liar, he walked across PCH toward the store. His apartment was only a few blocks up the hill, but if he stopped in the gallery, he’d feel a teeny bit less like a slug. Still, tomorrow he’d kill Rodney. Maybe Mark wouldn’t have been so unbearable without the obvious contrast with the beautiful guy David had mortally insulted. Oh well, I’m not ready to date anyway.

It was still earlyish, and a few couples walked hand in hand on the sidewalks. David watched one cute gay couple stop in the shadows of a door for a fast kiss. Sigh. Nice to see such sweetness really exists.

As he approached the gallery, a figure stepped away from the building. He sucked wind, stopped, and slapped a hand over his heart. Shit. Not Phil. Not Phil. He swallowed hard.

The Aussie stepped closer. “Sorry to scare you. Are you okay?”

Couldn’t quite catch his breath. He nodded, but his inhale sounded in his ears.

“Jesus, I’m sorry, David. I keep fucking this up. I should just leave you alone like you asked me.” He shook his head, turned, and started walking away down Forest.

“Wait!” Shit, did he just say that?

The guy stopped and turned. “Yeh?” The word turned up on the end—hopefully.

“I have to give you points for not giving up. After me being such a shit and all.”

“I deserved it. I just—” He shrugged. “—don’t have much experience. None with guys, you know? I’m pretty bad at it.”

“You guarantee you’re not an ax murderer?”

The guy’s perfect lips in his perfect face turned up. “Do American ax murderers admit their profession? Must make policing damned easy.”

“Yep. All the cops are busy eating donuts as we speak.”

“So no, I’m not an ax murderer.” His face sobered. “Or anyone who means you harm.” He extended his hand. “Hello. I’m Gareth Marshall.”

David shook his hand. Big. Very callused. Very warm. “Okay, Gareth.” David crossed his arms. “What’s a nice guy like you doing with a homophobic asshole like that big blond?”

All kinds of emotions flashed across his face—anger, hurt, and embarrassment seemed uppermost. “He’s my volleyball partner.” He took a breath. “And actually my best friend.”

David frowned. “So he harasses every other gay guy, but not you?”

“He doesn’t know I’m gay.”

“Uh, sorry to tell you, but in the dictionary where it says ‘best friend,’ it says ‘guy who you tell all your secrets to.’”

“I know. But we’ve been friends since we were kids. He thinks he knows everything about me.”

“He’s missed a few sucked cocks, I gather.”

Gareth did that shrug thing. “A few.”

“So where do we go from here?”

He flashed a slightly saucy smile. “Where do you want to go, mate?”

“You’re the one lurking in doorways.”

His smile faded. Damn. It was cute. “Like I said, I’d like to take you out.”

“And get killed by your best friend?”

“I’ll take care of him.”

David shook his head. “I know his type. He’ll blame me for making you gay. Been there and done that.”

He cocked his handsome head. “I’m sorry to hear that. But seriously, I’ll tell him. None of the other guys will be a problem.” He dug in his pocket. “I want to give you these.”

David looked down at tickets in Gareth’s hand. “What are they?” He took them and read the back. “It’s a volleyball championship. Uh, that’s nice, but I don’t know anything about volleyball.”

“You know me.” There was that grin. Sigh.

“Not really.”

The grin got bigger. “Maybe we should fix that?” He cocked his head questioningly.

David looked up as Gareth stepped closer. I have one second to stop this.

Gareth reached out a hand and touched it lightly to David’s cheek, as if testing the skittishness of a mustang. When David didn’t recoil, Gareth’s grin broadened. He leaned in, closer, closer—his breath scented faintly of beer and peppermint. Pull back. That’s all you have to do. He’s not demanding. But then, that was the appeal.

A seeking mouth closed over David’s, and the first touch robbed him of air. Those big hands held him still—not letting him go—and soft, oh-so-soft lips stroked back and forth against David’s closed mouth. Then Gareth’s gentle tongue teased at the tight seam of David’s lips. David was hungry and those lips were a feast, a meal of luscious, delicious sweetness he hadn’t tasted in so-o-o long. Maybe never.

Gareth’s tongue teased and pressed persuasively. Resist, resist….

Total surrender. David’s mouth opened and Gareth’s hot tongue pressed deep. Every dormant cell flamed to life with heat and feeling, his cock leading the way. He couldn’t think. Too much smoke from the fire.

His hands slipped into the dark, silky mane as David fit his mouth more perfectly to Gareth’s. Gareth’s marauding tongue explored until it caressed David’s completely, teasing and dominating. A rough hand grabbed his butt and pulled him onto his tiptoes until their cocks fit side by side. Hard. Hot. They both went nuts, rubbing their cocks together. Oh shit, it felt good. He tasted so delicious. Pictures formed in David’s mind. Him dropping to his knees and sucking until Gareth’s eyes rolled up in his head. His body draped over the sink with Gareth’s hot cock buried in his ass. Oh God, he wanted….

“Get a room!”

The shout came from the street, and David flew back like someone had given him vampire powers.

Gareth stood staring at him, breathing hard. Then he smiled. “Pleased to meet ya. Hope to see you tomorrow.” With a flip of his perfect ass, he walked back down Forest Avenue.

 

 

GARETH DROVE his rental car into the parking lot of the Huntington Beach hotel where the whole team was staying. He parked and dropped his head onto the steering wheel. Those lips. Holy, bloody hell. Could anything be that soft? Of course, he didn’t have a whole lot of comparisons. A half a lifetime of hiding and yearning for somebody he couldn’t have didn’t exactly make him Romeo fucking Montague.

So why was this guy—who so accurately pointed out that Gareth didn’t know him at all—why was this guy inspiring thoughts of huge, life-changing steps? Hell, even if he and David had sex—whew, that made his cock wiggle—where could it lead? Gareth would go back to Australia. Of course, if he got the transfer it would be different, but still. He’d change his relationship with every man on the team. His mates, and especially his best friend.

Why do it? Why even think of doing it? He blew out a long column of air, and it cooled the tops of his knees. Because I’m tired. Tired of hiding, tired of pretending. If he got to spend some time with David as a result, that would be nice—maybe better than nice—but if he came out of the closet, he’d do it for himself.

He raised his head. What if David didn’t come tomorrow? The chances were good he wouldn’t. Hell, he’d looked at those tickets like Gareth had just asked him to a mud-wrestling match. Will I do it anyway? With no David as incentive?

A sharp rap on the window made him turn. Edge. Edge stood beside the window, waving and grinning. Funny, when the man wasn’t being a narrow-minded asshole, he was lovable. Gareth opened the door, and Edge stepped back to let him out.

“Hey, mate, where you been, and why the sack-out on the steering wheel?”

“Just a little tired, I guess.” Gareth closed the door and started toward the hotel with Edge beside him. “I went back to Laguna Beach. I liked the town and I knew you guys didn’t, so I went by myself.” That was true, as far as it went.

“Yeah, pouf central. But I kinda liked that show last night, and some of those galleries had pretty stuff.” Edge tried hard to relate to things Gareth liked.

Gareth appreciated that and gave Edge a smile. “Yeah, I thought so too.”

They’d been together since middle school, playing sports together, palling around. Gareth glanced at Edge. The first time he’d ever gotten a major erection that wasn’t in the morning, he’d been twelve and had been on the volleyball court watching Edge move. Fucking poetry. He’d frantically tried to jerk off to girlie magazines after that, but no go. Ads for aftershave did more for him than the world’s biggest tits. Finally, he’d given up and watched gay porn. Bloody hell, what a revelation. His young cock had shot like a fire hose, and he’d spent the next hour washing the wall so his mother wouldn’t see.

But he hadn’t lied to David. Australian volleyball players—especially ones with homophobic fathers and best friends—didn’t come out. He had a chance to change that.

His steps faltered. How about now? He could tell Edge—just the two of them.

Edge grabbed his arm. “You’re so tired you’re falling over. Hey, man, get a lot of sleep. We got serious work to do tomorrow. I think we can take those two Yanks easy, but the Brazilians are another thing.”

Just like that, the chance went away.

Edge walked backward in front of him, waving his arms as he talked about strategy. The man loved volleyball. Hell, so did Gareth. The two of them were a great pair on the sand, rivaling the best teams in the world. They were stacking up points in tournaments, hoping to make the next Olympics.

Edge bounced in front of him. Shit, look at that ass. Solid iron. The kind that sizzles. He worked hard to always see Edge as a buddy, just a mate, a bloke. Right then, it wasn’t working. John Edgerton, aka Edge, was an inch taller than Gareth at six foot five, with wide shoulders and long legs. He wore his pale blond hair short, unusual for the sand players, but sported a tribal tattoo on his big bicep. Gareth remembered the night, both of them pissed on beer, that Edge had gotten the tat. Gareth had watched the tattoo artist work, wishing he could hold Edge, pet him, and take away the pain.

Christ, Edge would have hated Gareth for those thoughts. He’d hate knowing that Gareth got hard watching him play. Edge would hate that his best friend was a bloody fag.

In all his years in sports, Gareth had never seen another man who turned him on like Edge—until yesterday. Until David. Maybe that’s why he was considering this. For the first time, he had hope that someone in the world could attract him besides Edge.




Chapter Four

 

 

DAVID PILOTED his car through the lights of Huntington Beach looking for the turnoff described on Gareth’s instructions. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.

His phone rang, and he hit the talk button without taking his eyes from the road.

“Hi, dear.” Rodney’s voice sounded overly pleasant.

“Hi yourself, you little turd.”

Rod sighed loudly. “I gather it wasn’t a huge success.”

“Jesus, you knew full well that man would bore me senseless. Good grief, you couldn’t even stand to have drinks with him.”

“I know. I realized Tessa had made a terrible error, but I hoped maybe you’d like him more than I did.”

“As if.”

“Sorry. So want to come over this afternoon and I’ll cook us dinner before the pageant?”

“Uh, no. Thanks, dear. I’m tied up.”

“That sounds promising. Ropes or chains?”

“Smartass.” The lull in the conversation clearly demonstrated Rodney’s expectation that David would fill in the blanks of his day. “So I’ll see you tonight.”

“Oh, okay. Kiss, kiss, dear.”

“Kiss, kiss.”

He hung up. No reason to explain a day he might have to unexplain later. A big sign on the side of the Coast Highway announced Huntington Beach International Volleyball Tournament Parking, and David spun the wheel. Here goes.

 

 

“YOUR SEAT is right in there, sir.”

David scooted past a number of attractive women and an older couple to the designated spot on the bleachers. He felt the frown on his face. Good grief, what possessed him to come? The nets, the officials’ stands, the crowded bleachers—might as well be the Roman Coliseum. He knew nothing about volleyball, or most other sports, and cared even less. Why had he let Gareth beguile him? Okay, dumb question. But what do you think is going to come of this, idiot?

He glanced down at his skinny jeans, T-shirt, and bright yellow denim jacket. If he had to be dumb, at least he was lookin’ good.

The flat, boring Huntington Beach sand spread out in front of the bleachers with the waves a distance beyond. Probably great to play on, but sure not much to look at. Audacious seagulls pranced across the volleyball courts like they were trying out to be players. Were they called players? Ballers? David grinned. Didn’t even know. He rifled through the program he’d been handed for some clue to what might be happening. Sadly, no Volleyball 101 explanations provided.

But there in the middle of the booklet was something much better—a photograph of the man of his fantasies stretched high in the air hitting a ball, his beautiful lean body like some athletic wet dream. Clearly, jerk-off material. Yes, but beside him in the sand was the man of David’s nightmares. Goliath. Gareth Marshall and John “Edge” Edgerton. David wanted to run. Even his photo was intimidating. Well, truthfully also delicious, but still scary as hell. He should get out of here.

As he started to rise, an attractive fortysomething woman with long dark hair scooted into the place next to him. On her other side, a pleasant-looking man, gray at the temples, settled in. She looked at David and smiled. “Hi, I’m Carolyn Enders. Are you a friend of my son?”

Was she talking to him? He glanced to the side to see if maybe she meant a person in front, but she was looking straight at him. “Uh, your son?”

“Yes, Gareth. These are his family seats.” Still smiling like he wasn’t an interloper, she indicated their numbered spots on the bleachers.

“Oh, I didn’t know. Uh, Gareth and I don’t know each other well, but he invited me, and I’ve never seen a real volleyball tournament, so….” He shrugged.

She cocked her head as though she saw things a bit more clearly than he might have liked. “Well, I’m delighted you’re here.” She stuck out her hand.

“Oh, uh, I’m David. David Underwood.” He shook her hand. Crap. No escape now.

He sat back down. Maybe Gareth would be able to keep Goliath from beating him bloody. Oh well, if not, it wouldn’t be the first time.

“So, are you a volleyball fan?” She seemed like such a pleasant woman.

“To tell the truth, I don’t know much about it.”

She flashed a big smile. “So, more of a Gareth fan?”

Well, shit, what could he possibly say to that?

“Sorry, that was rude of me.” She didn’t look sorry. “It’s that I’ve been hoping that Gareth would, uh, make friends with someone nice.”

He grinned at her. “How do you know I’m nice?”

“I suspect that inviting you here was a big step for him, so I’m betting that you’re very nice.” She looked at his face closely. “And you certainly are pretty. I guess I always wondered who Gareth might choose.”

He felt a little flattered and a lot uncomfortable. “Please don’t make too much of this. We really don’t know each other well.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not planning a wedding or anything.”

Gareth might be in the closet to everyone else, but at least his mother knew he was gay. That counted for something. Mothers were tough.

The whistle sounded, and players ran out onto the sand. If he hadn’t been in public, he’d have wiped the saliva from his chin. Gareth was awe-inspiring, a real masterpiece of athletic perfection. The big asshole was pretty damned gorgeous too, if David overlooked his meanness.

He’d been so upset the day Goliath had yelled at him, he hadn’t fully appreciated the fine posterior landscape those Aussie trunks provided. He didn’t want to be unpatriotic, but none of the other players were quite as breathtaking as the Aussie pair.

Which reminded him. He turned to Gareth’s mom. She seemed to be watching him watch Gareth, which made his cheeks heat. He managed to say, “I thought Gareth was from Australia, but it seems like you’re from here.”

“Yes, he does live in Australia, and I am from here. His dad and I split up when he was young. Gareth lived with me in Australia for many years, but I fell in love with Parker and wanted to move back to California.” She leaned against the man next to her. “California’s my home. By that time Gareth was almost in high school and being scouted for athletic scholarships, so he decided to stay there and live with his dad. I miss him terribly. He took a year off after his junior year to concentrate on volleyball, but I want him to come here and finish college. I, well, I understand him better than his dad does, and I think he’d be better off here. Of course, he’s a man now, so he’ll decide for himself.”

“He must be pretty young.”

“He’s twenty-two. But then, you can’t be much older.”

“I’m twenty-six.”

“Not a world of difference.”

They both turned back to the game and, with a lot of coaching from Carolyn, David gradually understood enough to figure out that Gareth and Goliath were seriously outplaying the American pair. It gave him an opening. “Uh, Gareth’s, uh, partner, seems very good.”

Her expression appeared purposefully neutral. “Edge? Yes, he’s a great player. One of the best, I think. Not quite as good as Gareth. Flashy, with his Hitler Youth haircut, but more erratic. In volleyball and life.” She smiled tightly.

“They’re good friends.”

“They’ve been together since they were kids. Probably not the person I would have picked for Gareth’s BFF, but I didn’t get to choose. Sadly, I think Edge, together with Gareth’s father, has made my son’s path harder, but he’s a strong man. He’ll prevail.”

By kissing strange men on the street? That seemed like the move of a guy desperate to change his situation. But in what way?

Gareth and Edge won the match against the Americans. The afternoon would feature the final match between the Australian pair and the world-champion Brazilians. David glanced at his watch. Just a little after noon. JJ was taking care of the shop, and he had hours before he had to be at the pageant.

On the sand, the players shook hands before Gareth and Goliath, uh, Edge ran off the court into some makeshift locker rooms that had been set up for the tournament.

Carolyn extended her hand to David. “Come on, let’s go congratulate him.”

Holy shit. “No, I don’t want to bother him. I should go.”

She cocked her head. “David, he invited you because he wanted you here. I understand if this is boring or uncomfortable, but don’t leave because you think he doesn’t want to see you.”

Might as well confess. “I had something of a run-in with Goliath, I mean Edge, on the beach in Laguna. Actually, that’s how I first saw Gareth. Anyway, I don’t want to start trouble.”

She gave her tight smile. “Goliath. I love it. Especially since you’re David.” She winked. “You remember who won, right? And I’m sure Gareth must have considered Edge’s reaction when he invited you.”

“Yes, well, I don’t want to be turned into some kind of object lesson.”

“That’s fair, I suppose.”

He looked at her through his eyelashes, and she was smiling. Yeah, she knew he wasn’t going to be able to resist her. “Oh hell, in for a penny, as they say.”

“Thatta boy. Come on.” She took his hand and led the way across the sand and lawn to the canvas structures serving as the players’ rest and dressing area. Her husband went for refreshments, so just the two of them slipped into the area designated by the Australian flag.

Inside the tent, guys were sitting in beach chairs, reprising the earlier matches, sipping water and sodas, and eating from a buffet lunch laid out on long tables. No Goliath present, but over in the corner, wiping sweat from his sigh-worthy body, stood Gareth.

David stopped just inside the entrance. Did Gareth really want him here? Hell, he’d have come just for the view, but his being there could be dangerous for Gareth.

Carolyn walked up to her son, who pulled the towel off his neck. Gareth did a cute little dance to get his sweaty body away from his mom, but she gave him a huge hug anyway. A cool mom, and he was clearly delighted to see her.

Gareth looked up, and his eyes met David’s. For a minute he stared; then a big smile lit his face. “Hi.”

David had to smile back. He walked forward a few steps. “Hi to you too.”

“I didn’t think you’d come.”

“I didn’t either.”

Gareth left his mom’s side and walked to David, a smile making happy crinkles around the pale blue of his eyes. He raised a hand as if to touch David’s face, but David stepped back just enough to avoid it and flashed a glance to the side, where several guys ate—and watched. Way to get mugged by a ravening band of homophobic volleyball players.

For a second Gareth looked confused, and then he grinned. “I’m so glad you came.”

“Me too.”

“I see my mom took you under her wing.”

“Yes, she’s great, actually. Does she do this often?” He raised a brow.

“What?”

“Entertain the guys you invite to your games?”

He glanced at his bare, sandy feet. “I’ve never asked anyone before, so she has no practice.” He looked up with that saucy smile. “Glad she’s good at it.”

“What the bloody fuck is he doing here?” The raucous voice came from behind David.

David froze. The nightmare he knew was coming had arrived. Slowly, he looked over his shoulder.

Edge pushed through the canvas flap carrying a cardboard container that smelled like tacos.

Gareth looked at his partner. “He’s here because I invited him.”

Edge put the tacos on a bench and took a couple of belligerent steps forward. “What do you mean, you invited him? How do you even know him? How the fuck could you invite him?” By this time, all the guys in the room who hadn’t been watching joined the audience.

Gareth seemed calm. “I saw him at a restaurant last night and invited him. This is David.”

David noted a couple of missing steps in that story, but he wasn’t going to interrupt for the world.

“I don’t care if he’s the bloody fucking prime minister. Why would you bring him here?”

Gareth smiled what David thought of as beatifically. “Because he’s my friend.”

“Friend? He’s a bloody fucking fag.”

There was a beat.

A pause.

The world held its breath. Or maybe that was just David.

Gareth still smiled. “Yes, Edge. So am I.”

Every mouth on every face in the room fell open like a school of fish. Well, bloody fucking hell, to borrow a phrase, the man had done it.

 

 

HEART STOPPED. Edge stared at Gareth and tried to make sense of the words. What did he mean, “So am I?” So am I a—? His feet stepped back—all by themselves. No. Not possible. That would be—

Then he ran. Out of the tent, across the parking lot. On the grass, his stomach quit and he tossed up what little he’d eaten that day. He wiped his mouth and looked up. No one came to check on him. Of course not. The person who would have been concerned for him was the cause of his puking. A fag. His partner was a fag. No. No. His friend. His best friend. And that guy was the reason. That fairy from the beach somehow got to Gareth. Made him believe he was—something he couldn’t be. What could that mean? What had he done to him? Oh shit, his stomach heaved again, and he tried to vomit up the pictures in his head with the contents of his stomach.




Chapter Five

 

 

SHIT!

Two hours later Gareth stalked off the sand toward the bleachers, wiping his head with a towel. He’d smiled and shaken the hands of the Brazilian team—the team who’d just beaten him and Edge—but only by two fucking points. If Edge hadn’t shied away like he had leprosy every time Gareth got close to him, they might have won. Would have.

My own damned fault. Should have waited to tell him. But the words had just fallen out, like they’d been pushing against his lips and couldn’t stay inside anymore. Hearing Edge insult David hurt like a wound in his own heart. He couldn’t let David stand there and take it for him. He had to share the pain. You knew this would happen. You let it happen.

Edge had run off the court as soon as the game ended, without even a handshake. Good riddance. The bastard. Still, he had to be hurting. Gareth had chosen David over his best friend.

Scooting by a bunch of stragglers, his mom and Parker slid out of the stands. David followed but hung back.

His mom wrapped Gareth in a huge hug. “I’m so sorry, darling. That was pretty inexcusable behavior, even for Edge.”

“Yeh. I should have waited, but—”

“Bull. You didn’t come out too early. You came out about seven years too late. Most of your other teammates swallowed it okay. Some of them were great. Why should Edge be Mr. Special?”

David’s voice came from over his mom’s shoulder. “He might feel like you lied to him. He’s probably hurt that you hid from him.”

Gareth extended a hand, and David took it. Gareth squeezed. “I appreciate you trying to understand him after he was so shitty to you.”

David shrugged. “He scares me witless, but I’ve been out for a long time. I’ve seen it all.”

His mom practically spit fire. “I don’t want you being even a little afraid of Edge, David. He can damned well respect my son enough to be kind to his friends.”

David’s hand tensed in Gareth’s. “Thank you, but I’ve had some up-close experience with mean guys. It’s hard to trust them, ever.”

Gareth shook his head. “Edge isn’t mean. He’s actually rather kind. But between his father and my father, he got his head filled with bullshit about how horrible and evil it is to be a fag.”

His mom frowned. “It’s time he thought for himself.”

“Yeh. I guess you’re right.”

David glanced at his watch. “Damn. I’m so sorry, but I’m going to be late for the pageant if I don’t hurry.”

His mom squealed, “Oh you’re in the pageant? That’s so exciting.”

Gareth grinned. “You’re right about that.” He looked at David. “Can I see you later?”

David looked kind of shy. “Your folks came all the way from San Diego. You should be with them.”

His mom shook her head. “He’s got plenty of time to hang with us. You go see David tonight, dear.”

Gareth kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Mom.” Then to David he said, “Would that be okay?”

David nodded. “I’d like that.” He stuck out his hand to Parker. “So glad to meet you.”

“And you, David. Hope to see you again soon.”

His mom scooped David into one of her bear hugs. “I’m so glad Gareth found you. I think you two are great together.”

Gareth clenched his teeth. “Mom!”

“I know. Sorry, not planning any weddings.”

Parker laughed. “Yet.”

David ducked his head and laughed. “Gotta go.” His eyes met Gareth’s. “See you later?”

“Definitely.”

He ran toward his car, that perfect ass flexing. They all watched him go.

His mom said, “Now there’s a man worth losing a tournament for.”

 

 

HE WAS way late. Damn. David turned the little car around the corner onto Broadway and headed for the pageant grounds. Rodney had done the makeup on him a hundred times, so he should be able to get it on fast. He might be pressing his curtain time, but he wouldn’t have missed one second of this day.

He’d about shit when Gareth blew a whole adult life of hiding in one second of revelation. David remembered the mixed feelings of panic and relief when he’d made that statement for the first time—but he’d been thirteen, not twenty-two. Edge had frozen into a block of Aussie ice at Gareth’s admission. So had most of the other guys. Then a couple of brave souls had broken ranks to come up and shake Gareth’s hand, saying things like “Shit, mate, that took guts. Congrats.” Others moved away like he’d contracted plague. Edge looked stunned, then stricken. He grabbed his stomach and ran out of the tent like he was going to be sick. Not exactly a vote of confidence.

Gareth had stood there looking composed, his mom beside him, but David was standing close enough to see him shaking. He’d just laid his life as he knew it on the line.

As the others started filtering out of the locker tent to take places in the stands to watch the final match between the Aussies and the Brazilians, one guy had come over to Gareth. “Hey, mate, I’m glad you did it. Was wondering if you ever would.”

Gareth looked a little shocked, but Carolyn had done the asking. “So you knew that Gareth was gay?”

The guy’s smile seemed genuinely friendly. “Not for sure, of course, but I noticed that Gareth never seemed to like the ladies much. Oh, he’d go with us to bars and clubs sometimes, but he usually found a way to get out of there before the serious shagging started. I figured he might have other preferences.” He stuck out his hand. “No worries, mate. You play ball like a champ. I don’t give a fuck if you prefer men.”

Gareth accepted his hand and smiled. “Thanks, William. I appreciate it.”

But when Edge hit the sand with Gareth for the final match, he made a big show of not touching him. Edge missed a shot because he shied from hitting Gareth as he jumped at the ball and got a whistle and a serious tongue-lashing from the coach. But it was too late. Carolyn said it was questionable whether Gareth and Edge could have beaten the Brazilians, even if they’d been playing at the top of their game. As it was, they didn’t have a chance. It was amazing they’d only lost by two points.

Edge had disappeared after the match, which was good for him because while some of the men didn’t like queers, they liked Edge throwing over the game even less. Some blamed Gareth for coming out right before the match, but he seemed to shrug it off fairly well. When was a good time to admit you were gay?

So Gareth’s competition was over. The team had some exhibition matches, but nothing that counted in the long run. Gareth actually had a few days off.

Would he show up at the pageant? Just in case, David described Gareth to Jerry at the stage door and said to let him in if he happened to arrive.

He slid around the corner to find the dressing room empty except for Rodney, hands on his hips. “Where the hell have you been? Everyone else is already made up and ready to go! You think I can perform miracles?”

David grinned and stripped. “Yes, I do.”

Rodney began slapping on the white body makeup, managing David’s equipment a little roughly. “So where have you been, Mr. Mysterious? I went by the gallery today, and you weren’t there. JJ said you’d gone up the coast for some reason.”

Oh, he was going to get hell for this from his friend. “I went to Huntington Beach.”

Rodney paused in the midst of manhandling David’s balls. “Why on earth would you go there? You’ve developed an affection for drunken surfers?”

David looked off into space. “No-o-o, I, uh, went to the, uh, volleyball tournament.”

Rodney stopped dead. “What in the everlasting hell possessed you? Oh no, do not tell me you went to see those Neanderthals play? I thought you were attending Alphas Anonymous. You simply have to get over this affliction. Dear God, you could have been hurt or killed. What were you thinking?”

A soft voice responded. “He was thinking that there was a Neanderthal in Huntington Beach who was desperate to see him, and he decided to be compassionate and throw the bloke a bone.”

David turned.

Gareth leaned against the doorjamb.

Dear God, the man was so beautiful. Even out of his trunks, dressed in jeans and a blue polo shirt, he looked like a god. The deep brown hair curled around his face and onto his neck. Gareth should be walking out on the stage as Michelangelo’s David instead of him.

David’s cock wiggled and started to fill, just at the sight of that gorgeous Aussie.

“Whoa, baby!” Rodney stared up at David, his hands raised in surrender. “I may be gay, but I’m unprepared to deal with my BFF’s hard-on.”

“I’m happy to deal with it.” Gareth pushed off from the door and crossed to Rodney and David. He took the makeup can from Rodney’s hand. “May I?”

Rodney scuttled away. “Be my guest, by all means.”

Gareth knelt in front of David and scooped some of the thick white paste in his hand. He began to spread it on David’s belly and thighs. By now, David’s cock was rock-hard and beginning to throb.

Rodney’s hands went back to his hips. “Okay, you two. Clearly, privacy is required. But let me warn you. This is a family show, more or less, and if that thing is sticking up while he’s on stage, there’s going to be hell to pay. So do something about it, understand?”

Gareth looked up into David’s eyes. “It will be my pleasure.”

David heard the snick of the door closing, and he knew Rodney would be standing guard. Rod might think David was crazy, but he was a sucker for love. “They’ll be calling me soon.”

“Then I better work fast.” Gareth took more white makeup and reached around David to apply it to his ass. This move brought his mouth within inches of David’s cock. Warm breath was a killer. The big hands spread the makeup over the butt cheeks and then dipped between. “Wouldn’t want the audience to see any skin in here, would we?” His fingers delved all the way to David’s pulsing hole and played around the rim. Jesus. How could he walk on stage when he couldn’t walk at all?

The makeup now covered his whole body except his face and one hugely swollen appendage. Gareth stared at it. “Guess it’s up to me to get rid of this thing, right?” He pulled a condom from his hip pocket and rolled it onto David, then, in one move, swallowed his aching cock deep into his mouth. David’s knees gave out, and he grabbed for the makeup table nearby until it was holding him upright on the strength of his arms and his will.

Gareth gave no quarter. He sucked and swallowed until David’s vision went black and his hips jerked mindlessly into that hot, wet hole in the universe. Oh God. So wonderful. Pageant? What pageant?

Gareth’s tongue played up one side of David’s shaft, around the head, and down the other side, then sucked him deep.

“Shit, oh shit, Gareth.” His balls tightened like overfilled balloons, heat exploded in his groin, and cum shot out of his cock into the condom that was surrounded by the heat of Gareth’s mouth. Gareth kept sucking, which blew David’s brain. Phil hadn’t liked to suck David. He always wanted it the other way ’round. Man, it had been too long.

When David finally opened his eyes, he was staring into Gareth’s crystal-blue ones. He stood, gently caressed David’s nape, and kissed him.

It was a simple meeting of lips. They’d call him any second, so no time. But that sweet, soft pressure held more feeling than David had experienced in a year with Phil. In a lifetime of bad choices in men. Gareth might be big and hunky like an alpha male, but he was sweet, so sweet, and David never wanted to lose the taste of those gentle lips.

Gareth pulled back, blue eyes glistening. He gazed at David for a moment, then began to apply the makeup to his face and neck. “Next time, love, after I show you my tests and see yours, I want to swallow you down with no LATEX. Sound good?”

Oh sweet Jesus. “Yes, sounds wonderful. Good thing I don’t have a speaking part tonight, ’cause I’d never make it.”

Gareth laughed as he finished David’s neck. Then he knelt again and spread makeup onto a very relaxed cock. “This is more like what your mate had in mind, I think?”

The call box squawked. “David to the set, please.”

Gareth stood and grabbed a towel from the makeup table to wipe his hands. “You go be beautiful, love. Know I’m watching you and thinking you far exceed the perfection of the original. And think about all the time we’re going to spend with our cocks in each other’s asses tonight. If you want to, that is.”

David could hardly draw breath. “I thought you didn’t want me to get hard onstage?”

The Aussie laughed. “Oh yeah, forgot. Okay, wait ’til you come offstage, and then I’ll remind you. Now, get up there, gorgeous.” He slapped a hand on David’s buttock.

It was the first performance of the Pageant of the Masters in which the statue of David featured a perfect handprint on his ass.

 

 

DAVID PULLED into his driveway with the rental car right behind him. He peeked in his rearview mirror to see Gareth primp for a minute in his mirror. Jesus. The man was like catnip. And I’m a starving tabby.

He’d managed to escape Rodney after the pageant, or he’d still be bleeding from the tongue-lashing. True. He’d done his alpha male obsession thing again, but unless he was kidding himself to new extremes, this guy was different than Phil. Of course, he had been known to kid himself, like for a fucking year when he told himself every day that Phil was going to change, that he was actually the good-hearted, charming man he’d pretended to be when they’d met. Yeah, when it comes to kidding myself, I’m the Joker.

But staring in that mirror, watching six foot four inches of phenomenal beauty step out of the nondescript rental car, David couldn’t catch his breath. It had simply been too long. He wasn’t designed for celibacy, and tonight was the night that would change. Oh Jesus, he couldn’t wait.

Apparently neither could Gareth, because he walked up to David’s car door and opened it. He took David’s hand and tugged him into his arms. Their lips met, and a shock of sweetness tingled through David’s nerves. But this kiss wasn’t the sweet meeting of lips they’d shared at the pageant. Uh-uh. Hello, tongue. Gareth plunged into David’s mouth, exploring and igniting. David wanted to wrap his legs around the guy and get their cocks into proximity, but some tiny piece of his mind remembered the neighbors. Probably humping-the-hunk was not a game Mrs. Wildebrand next door most wanted to see. He pulled back. “Let’s go inside. I still have to live in this neighborhood.”

“Yeah, sorry.” But Gareth grinned. Not sorry.

They walked together, holding hands and no doubt looking sappy, to the front of David’s North Laguna cottage. He unlocked the door, flipped on the lights in the entry, and stepped aside.

Gareth walked into the house, gazing around like he was sightseeing. David held his breath a little. This house was his baby, at least as much as his business, and he wanted Gareth to like it.

“This is beautiful. Do you own it?”

David exhaled. “Yes. I bought it as a fixer-upper with some money my uncle left me. Same time I started my business. I’ve been working on it ever since. It’s close to done. Just the upstairs guest bath to finish.”

Gareth twirled around in the small entry and then went into the living room. The décor was what David thought of as comfortable modern—polished maple floors, a nice comfy couch in a deep tangerine color, two print chairs that welcomed slouching and lounging. And, of course, a big flat-screen TV. He was, after all, a guy.

Gareth wandered through the room looking at pictures and touching some of David’s favorite objects like a beautiful pink, luminescent conch shell he’d bought in Hawaii, an antique Imari bowl, and one of the funny clownish dolls David sold in the shop. When Gareth turned over the novel open on the side table by the big chair and looked at the title, David blushed. “I read romance novels.”

Gareth picked it up. “Gay romance novels?”

“Yeah, there are lots of them.”

“Really? I never heard of that. I bet I’d like them.”

David felt the smile spread across his face. Phil used to throw David’s paperbacks in the trash where he said they belonged. So not Phil. “Are you hungry?”

Gareth leered. “Define hungry, love.”

David put his hands on his hips in his best mother mode. “This is your chance to eat before you fuck me into the mattress. I certainly don’t want any growling bellies competing with my moans of delight, so don’t come whining to me later, young man.”

Gareth laughed, grabbed David and swung him around. “God, you are so great.”

“Am I? I’d think a fairy boy like me would be too girly for a big he-man like you.”

Gareth set him down and touched his cheek. “Thing is, mate, I’m gay. I’ve been denying and pretending for so long, being with you makes me feel free. Like there’s no need to pretend. Like blokes can see us together and know we’re… well, a couple. I think you’re beautiful, and funny, and fun, and I love that.”

“You’re pretty freaking special yourself.”

He grinned. “And actually, I’m starving for you, but I’m also damned hungry. I get used to thousands of calories a day when I’m playing, and I haven’t had much since breakfast. So yeah, I’d love something to eat. Besides, this is no one-night stand, so I want you to know me, and I want to know everything about you.”

Yep. Not Phil. David took his hand. “Come on, I’ll make eggs.”




Chapter Six

 

 

THE KITCHEN was bright. Gareth figured that in the daytime it would be airy and full of sunlight. Out the window in the backyard, twinkling little lights gave enough illumination to show a small pond and a big tree with a swing. It was all… well, pretty, and very, very David.

He leaned against the counter and watched David move efficiently around the kitchen, preparing an omelet so Gareth wouldn’t starve. God, he was bloody beautiful in his tight jeans that molded to that perfect ass, and the almost shoulder-length, wavy, light brown hair. It was easy to see why Edge had nailed him as a pouf on first glance. Funny, that he was so attracted to that… what? Effeminate quality? Gayness?

David was as handsome a man as one could imagine. Tall—probably six feet or six one—broad-shouldered, lean-hipped. But his hand gestures were graceful, his walk had a sway, his voice was high, and the way he dressed, the bright colors and tight pants, screamed gay. Maybe not as much as the big guy at the art booth, but still very obvious.

Gareth was considered a good-looking guy, but beside David he felt plain—and he liked that. Kind of like a man wore a plain black tuxedo to show off his wife’s gown. He wanted to show David off. Man, mate, you got it bad.

David looked at him over his shoulder. “Shouldn’t you be with your mom tonight?” He delivered two perfect-looking omelets to the kitchen table, then poured glasses of white wine he took from the refrigerator.

“No, she wants me to be with you.”

He grinned. “Actually, she did seem kind of happy to meet me.”

“Aren’t we sassy?”

“Always.” He flipped his hair, which got a corresponding flip from Gareth’s cock.

They both sat at the table. How great was it seeing David across from him? Christ, he’d gone from in-the-closet to sappy gay guy in a few hours. He took a bite. Cheese, herbs, butter, eggs. “So good.” He shoveled in another mouthful.

David lit up. Ridiculous how happy that made him. He took a couple more bites for good measure. “Actually, my mom. She knew I was gay before I did. She worried because it’s not easy being a gay athlete in Australia, plus my dad hates the idea and won’t accept it.”

“Like Edge.”

“Yeh.” He chewed, but a little bitterness seeped into the eggs. “Pretty bloody masochistic to set up my life with a father and a best friend who hate what I am.” Christ, he’d said it in jest, but that really was true, and that truth echoed through him.

When he looked up, David was staring at him with a soft smile. “Are you just realizing that now?”

“Yeh, kind of.” Bloody hell, it seemed to be a day for revelations. He just wanted to eat and fuck David, but man, he couldn’t help remembering. His father raising his fists to two guys in a café just because he thought they might be a couple. Edge with his countless slurs against any man who looked even a little pretty—while constantly ignoring that Gareth was one of those guys. He swallowed hard. “When I was little and started noticing guys, I was so ashamed. I felt sick. Perverted.”

“Do you still?”

Gareth looked up. “No.” Did he? “I had my mom telling me I was great just the way I am.” Had that been enough?

“I love what you are. Not just that you’re gay, but that you were willing to threaten all the realities of your life in order to be true to yourself. That’s big, Gareth.”

A knife he barely knew was there got yanked out of his heart. Hurt like hell, and bled like crazy.

David leaned over the table to touch a finger to Gareth’s cheek, then stood and crossed around the table. He sat on Gareth’s lap and wrapped his arms around his neck.

Twenty-two years of pain flooded Gareth’s chest and tightened his throat. David held him tighter. Suddenly, his shoulders shook and his chest convulsed in a big gasp. Bloody fucking hell, he was crying, like a damned girl. He never cried, but now he sobbed against David’s neck.

David petted his hair and crooned. “It’s okay, let it all out. It’s been awful, hasn’t it? It’s been awful, but it’s over.”

Yes, awful. Not just the shame, but the fear. Fear of discovery, of physical harm, of disappointing everyone who loved him. Being told again and again, though the speakers didn’t know they were talking to him, that he was horrible, laughable, hateable. He hurt all the way to his soul. This man sitting on his lap knew every tiny particle of what he felt. Gareth could sense that, knew it for certain. Maybe every gay man and woman knew it to some degree. Maybe the tears weren’t just for himself, but for the 10 percent of the human race that a chunk of the population said didn’t have a right to be.

When his sobs got softer, David leaned back and slipped off his lap, leaving cold behind. He pulled on Gareth’s hands, tugging him to his feet. “Come on, sweetheart. You need some rest. Let’s go to bed.”

Gareth wiped at his eyes and tried to stay upright. He couldn’t believe he’d cried. He couldn’t believe he’d never cried before. “I want to fuck you so bad, if you don’t mind being with a crybaby.”

“I want to fuck you a lot more because of those tears, but first you need rest. It’s not every day you battle the Brazilians, come out of the closet, and realize how painful it’s been in there. Come on.”

“Can I fuck you later?”

“You’d better.”

 

 

MMMM. OH God. Dreaming? Never wanted to wake up. David felt awash in sweetness. Feather-light touches on his belly, soft little kitten licks up his chest, and, sweet Lord, a hot tongue on his nipples.

Slowly he opened his eyes. The low bedside lamp had been turned on, and before him was a sight he would happily enjoy every time he awoke. Crystal-blue eyes gazed at him with heat, plus an affection that stole his breath.

Gareth was lying half across David’s naked chest, alternately nibbling and grinning. When he saw David was awake, he eased closer and slipped a soft, wet tongue against David’s lips. David opened in ardent welcome, and that hot tongue dove in to take possession. How could anyone taste so good at this hour? When Gareth leaned back from the kiss, David gave him a smile. “Is this my early morning wake-up call?”

“Actually, the wake-up call came from Mr. Cock Underwood down there. I woke up to feel him poking me hard in the back. Thought I’d died and gone to heaven.”

Ah yes, the morning woody was at full attention, and the kiss had added fuel to the fire. “So what would you like to do about the morning marauder?”

“Actually, I was halfway to doing it but didn’t want to take advantage. What say you just lie there and let this Australian cowboy take a ride?”

What? Before David could think, much less protest, Gareth had rolled a rubber on Mr. Underwood junior, lubed him up, and, still facing David, squatted on powerful thighs over David’s hips and fit that woody to his hole. With one deep lunge, he was down.

“Holy shit! Gareth, I thought you were going to fuck me. I don’t… I mean….”

“I am fucking you, love. We wouldn’t want that wonderful hard-on to go to waste. Nothing to do but enjoy.”

Enjoy he did. His cock was swallowed in heat, squeezed into the tightest, most perfect, hot hole. Oh shit. Friction. Friction. Oh… my… God!

He seldom topped, so he’d forgotten how good a tight hole could feel. This one was the masterpiece of asses. They should put it in the pageant.

Gareth threw his head back, eyes closed, with one forearm on the bed for balance while the other stroked his own cock. His breath gasped from his exercise-trained lungs.

David smiled. “Enjoying your ride?”

Gareth’s eyes flew open, and he gave that leer again. “Hell yes, mate. I’d call this stallion a prime pony.”

“Oh crap, that feels good.” David grabbed Gareth’s big, heavy dick from his hand and began to pump it.

Gareth rode David’s cock harder and harder until they were gasping and moaning. David’s hip pushed up as Gareth came down, and he knew his cock must be halfway to the big guy’s tonsils, but he was taking it all, and shit, it was heaven.

“Oh, bloody hell, this is feeling too good. I haven’t had anything this good in, like, forever, and I’m afraid—”

“Don’t worry, baby. I’m the same. I can’t last. Oh shit, Gareth. Oh shit.” The orgasm at the pageant seemed long ago and fading into insignificance. Heat flowed through David until he felt like the top of his head blew off and brains scattered through the stars. Every cell tingled in ecstasy and then exploded right in his cock as cum streamed out of him.

Gareth threw his head back and planted both hands on the bed while he rammed his ass down on David’s pumping dick and wrung the last few shivers of sensation from the climax. “David, David, David.”

So good. So good.

Gareth stayed poised until his legs trembled, then fell to the side, pulling David’s softening cock from the best place it had ever been. David grabbed the condom to keep it from slipping off, pulled it and tied it, then dropped it on the floor. Might stain the finish, but who the fuck cared? This house felt like a home—with Gareth in it.

Gareth chuckled. “That was a lot of cock for a beginner.”

David wrapped Gareth in his arms, pulling his head onto a shoulder. “I was going to mention that. I thought you’d top. My ass is more experienced.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve done a bit of stretching on my own. Call it wishful thinking.”

“I have a mental image of this big alpha-male Aussie hiding in the bathroom with a pink dildo in his ass.”

“Practically that bad.”

Gareth laughed, but David heard the hurt pushing through. Maybe it always would.

 

 

DAVID WALKED down the hill toward the center of town with Gareth beside him. David reached for his hand. For a second Gareth looked worried, maybe even scared; then he smiled ear to ear and interlocked his fingers with David’s.

David showed Gareth his favorite outdoor café, where he bought them breakfast—lattes and hot scrambled egg sandwiches—and carried them to the gallery. He didn’t want to be late. Since he’d taken yesterday off, he’d told JJ he could sleep in today.

He opened the gallery. Gareth sat munching at the counter as David turned on the computer and set up the cash drawer.

“Hi, pretty.”

He looked up as Wanda, one of his favorite people, made her grand entrance into the shop. Dressed in a brilliant green dress and striped stockings that clashed fabulously with her fuzzy red hair, Wanda was an official Laguna Beach character.

He air-kissed her wrinkled cheeks. “Love your outfit, darling.”

“Just trying to compete with yours, gorgeous.” She waved at the short, flowered kimono David had layered over a tight tank top and skinny jeans. She glanced at Gareth, and her whole face lit up. “Who, may I ask, is this gorgeous hunk of humanity?”

Gareth, falling immediately into the grandeur of the situation, gave a small bow from the waist. “Gareth Marshall, ma’am.”

“You’re Australian, aren’t you?”

He nodded.

“Australian men are my very favorites. No offense, David darling.”

“None taken, Wanda. They are now officially my favorites too. Gareth, this is Wanda, Queen of Sheba.”

Gareth took her small, wrinkled hand in his. “Pleased to meet you, Your Majesty.”

She gave a cackling laugh. “So, you’re queer?”

Gareth looked startled. David laughed. “Yes, Wanda, he’s gay.”

“Well, Lord love a duck, wouldn’t you love to parade him past all those flaming assholes who claim they can spot a homo a mile away? He’d put some gaydar to the test, wouldn’t he?” She laughed again.

“Yep, I didn’t know he was gay until he told me.”

She stepped closer to Gareth and took his muscled arm. “Well, handsome, you got yourself a good man here. David’s one of the best people I know, gay, straight, or undecided. See you take good care of him. There’s this flaming asshole that likes to beat up on him, so you look after him.”

Shit. He didn’t want to even think about Phil. “Wanda, no need to bring up ancient history.”

“No, that’s why I’m here, honey. History is repeating itself. I saw that flaming asshole a few days ago on the rooftop. He was with some real slick-looking flaming assholes like him.”

A frown crossed Gareth’s face, and though ice coated David’s spine, he said, “It’s no worry, Wanda. You know I have a restraining order against him. He’s too smart to go against that.” Oh God, he hoped.

She wrinkled her nose. “Never noticed that flaming asshole had an IQ higher than his penis size, and I figure that’s less than four.” She wiggled her little finger, which made David laugh in spite of the goose bumps her news had produced. She smiled. “But I expect you’re right. No need to worry. I wanted you to know. Good to meet you, handsome.” She stuck out a hand to Gareth. “Bye, honey.” Another air kiss and she was gone.

David smiled brightly at Gareth. “Isn’t she something? One of our official Laguna eccentrics.”

“Who the hell was she talking about? What guy did you have to take out a restraining order on?” Obviously, Gareth hadn’t been distracted.

David stared into the remains of his latte. “Just an ex.”

“Sounds like it’s damned good he’s ex. If you even see a hair on his head, you’ll tell me, right? You’ll call if I’m not here. No one will ever hurt you if I’m around.”

Should he accept the gallant comment or say something? Gareth said he wanted to know David, so…. “Actually, I want you to know that I’m thrilled by your desire to put your safety on the line for me. But despite the fact that I was in an abusive relationship, I’m no victim, and I’m damned good at taking care of myself. I left that bastard even though he threatened everything including my life, and I got a restraining order against him where others said I was nuts to try. I know I’m queeny, and I enjoy being Queen, but I’m also a man who’s been looking after himself since I was sixteen. I appreciate the thought, but I don’t need you to take care of me.” He exhaled loudly. “Sorry about the speech.”

Gareth cocked his head and slowly smiled. “Humor me, mate. I never thought you needed me, but I’d like to take care of you a little if you’ll let me.”

David rubbed his cheek. “Might be too addictive, you know. Australia’s a long way away.”

Gareth started to reply, but two women with tourist written all over them came into the shop, exclaiming over everything being “so-o-o cute.”

David gave Gareth a pat on the bum. “Go on and explore my town, okay? I’ve got work to do.”

“Okay. Can I take you to lunch?”

“I’d love it. JJ will be here by then to take over. Go on. Have fun.”

Gareth headed for the door with both women ogling as he passed. David approached them. “Ladies, wherever are you from? Do I hear a little of the South in those charming voices?” In seconds they were eating out of his hand.

 

 

ACROSS THE street from the gallery in an antique shop, Edge watched Gareth leave. For a second he thought that little fag who’d lured Gareth might be alone in the store, but when he looked again, he saw two women there as well. He wished he could get closer, but he was hardly inconspicuous. Being a giant with pale blond hair, he kind of stuck out. He watched Gareth idly walking down the street, window-shopping. How many times had he stared at that bloke’s ass? The way the cheeks flexed and relaxed as he walked. And when he ran? Poetry.

Shit. Now the guy had him spouting pretty phrases. Look at him. Was it his imagination, or did the bloody pouf look… happy?




Chapter Seven

 

 

GARETH EXPLORED the gift store a couple of blocks down from David’s shop. He pawed through some art prints with clever and heartfelt sayings on them. While not art originals like in David’s shop, he wondered if something similar would do well in the gallery. He’d studied business in college and looked forward to getting back to it. He couldn’t help thinking of marketing strategies.

He hummed as he walked. When was the last time he’d hummed? Hell, when was the last time he’d felt this good? Maybe in diapers. He stared in the window of a little shop. Oh man, look at that sweater. It would be great with David’s eyes. Should he—What the fuck? Edge lounged against a lamppost right across from him on the sidewalk. Bloody hell. He didn’t want to do this now. He let out his breath slowly. “Why are you here?”

Edge pushed off from the pole. “I have time off too. I told you I liked some of the art in this town.”

“Yeah, and you told me you hated all the poufs in this town.”

“Yeh.”

“Well, now there’s one more, so you should hate it double.”

Edge sighed. “Can we talk for a few minutes?”

Jesus. He’d been friends with Edge his whole life. Edge couldn’t help being a prejudiced asshole. He’d been raised that way like a lot of other people. And Gareth had never told him the truth or given him a chance to get used to the idea. “Okay. There’s a café over there.” He pointed to a little restaurant on a small plaza across the street.

They ran across Forest Avenue, side by side, like they’d jogged so many times since they were kids. When they were settled at an outdoor table, Gareth glanced over to check if he could see the gallery. It was a little too far away. Just as well. If David saw him with Edge, he’d worry. They ordered coffees from the friendly waitress who told them she’d just moved from Vermont. Yeah, Laguna was a good place to move to, for certain.

He looked at Edge. “Say your piece.”

Edge shrugged belligerently. “Don’t have a piece. Wondered if you’re going to do the exhibitions?”

“Have I ever missed anything I said I’d do, ever?”

“No, but that was before—”

“Before you decided to throw our game because you don’t want to be contaminated by a fag?”

“Can’t help how I responded.”

“Bullshit.” He glanced around to be sure he wasn’t entertaining the crowds, but there weren’t many people on the plaza at this hour between breakfast and lunch on a weekday.

“Yeah, well, I’ll try not to do that again.”

“You’ll try?”

Edge looked at his coffee. “I won’t do it again.”

Silence fell.

Edge cleared his throat. “How come you never told me, mate?”

“Was kind of tough to get a word in edgewise between you and my old man blaming everything including global warming on the bloody queers.” He sipped. “And because I’m a fucking coward who didn’t respect himself enough to be proud of what I am. I should’ve told you a long time ago and let you decide if you still wanted to be friends with me. Instead, I made you a friend under false pretenses. I’m sorry.”

Edge frowned as if he just fully got the importance of that idea. “Yeh. That’s true.”

More silent sipping.

Edge seemed to screw up his face with… what? Courage? “So, did you ever fancy any of the players? I mean, did you get off on them?”

Shit. Gareth shifted in the iron chair. “You don’t want to know that.”

Edge glared. “Yeah, I do.”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

Gareth shrugged. He didn’t want to lie any more, but evasion seemed okay. “Some of the guys are great-looking. No different than you looking at a bunch of girls playing volleyball. Doesn’t mean I was gonna jump their bones.”

“Who?”

“Edge….”

“Who?”

“You.”

“Bloody fucking hell!” Edge was out of the chair and halfway down the street before Gareth could get a few dollars from his pocket.

 

 

DAVID WAVED at the ladies as they carried their purchases from the store. They smiled back at him and JJ.

JJ beamed. “Wow, they really liked the collection.”

“Yes. We’ve had a good couple of days.” They walked back to the sales desk.

JJ seemed ready to burst. “Guess what? That lady who liked Roman’s portrait called me and asked me to hold it until tomorrow.” He clapped his hands together. JJ was incredible. He treated the store like his own.

“That’s fantastic. Good job, dear. You’re my secret weapon.”

A screech came from the doorway. “Will you please tell me what in the hell you’re doing with asshole, homophobic Australians?”

Uh-oh. Rodney. David turned. “He’s not homophobic, he’s a homo. And he’s definitely not an asshole, though I will admit he does have a lovely one.”

Rod stopped in the middle of the gallery, hands on his narrow hips clad in pink denim. “Just how closely have you explored this lovely asshole?”

“Up close and personal, my dear.”

JJ eeped. “The gorgeous one? Oh my God. Mr. Dreamy Pie?”

Rodney glared. “You’re not helping, JJ.”

“All right, you two, enough. I really like this guy. He actually came out to his team yesterday and he’s still shell-shocked, but he’s sweet as pie.”

Rodney crossed his arms. “You’ve eaten pie before, and it gave you indigestion.”

David nodded. “I know, dear. But I honestly believe Gareth is different.”

“I’ll admit, he seemed very sweet last night, to say nothing of ridiculously sexy, but I don’t want you getting hurt again.” Rodney walked over and gave David a hug.

JJ touched his back as Rodney hugged. “And—and isn’t he going back to Australia?”

David sighed into Rod’s shoulder. “I don’t even like to think about that.”

JJ joined in a group embrace, surrounding both of them with his big arms.

“Is this a private party or can anyone join?”

David popped up his head so fast he bumped Rodney’s chin. “Hi, Gareth.”

His two friends stepped back as Gareth walked toward them, writing new symphonies of motion. JJ sighed, and David gave him a bump in the butt. “How was your tour of the town?”

“Pretty eventful, actually.” He stopped and extended a hand to Rodney. “Hi again. We didn’t officially meet. I’m Gareth Marshall.”

“Rodney Mansfield.”

“Holy hell, you’re the artist. Roman. I read your name in the brochure at the booth. Man, you’re a bloody genius.”

David tried to control his smile. Rod might protect him through plagues and revolutions, but praise his art and he’d eat from your hand.

Rodney nodded regally. “Thank you.”

Gareth shook hands with JJ. “Good to see you again.”

“I’ll say.” That earned him a look from David.

David smiled at Gareth. “So why was your tour so eventful? Did you encounter Wanda again?”

“No. Edge.”

“Shit. What was he doing here?”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure. Looking for me, I expect.”

David looked at Rodney and JJ, who were watching the conversation with great interest. “Edge is Gareth’s volleyball partner who he shocked by coming out to yesterday.”

“Hell.” Rodney shook his head. “Was he unpleasant?”

Gareth shrugged. “Kind of. He started out like he was trying to make up. Then he got real pushy about asking if I’d ever been attracted to anyone on the team.”

JJ murmured, “Uh-oh.”

“Yeh. He kept at it.”

David wanted to cover his head and hide, but he asked anyway. “What did you tell him?”

“I confessed I’d been attracted to him.”

David’s heart hammered against his chest, trying to escape.

Rod expressed it for all of them. “Oh shit.”

It only took about a minute for Rod to find something he desperately needed to do at his studio and for JJ to tell David he’d take over the store so he could have a little break. He said the last with a meaningful glance at Gareth, who’d obviously not thought through his confession before he said it. Now he appeared to be absorbing the significance.

A couple of minutes after that, the two of them left the store. Don’t look tense. Don’t sound tense. Gareth has a life that has nothing to do with you. He’s only here for a little while. You’re temporary. Edge is forever.

Out on the street, the weekday crowds still jammed the sidewalk, though not as intensely as the weekend. Bright afternoon sun beat down and fried David’s brain.

Gareth sounded nervous. “Where to?”

Wow, he could barely talk. “Don’t care.”

“How about the beach?”

David nodded, and they walked the couple of blocks to the highway in silence, crossed, and stopped at the boardwalk. David pulled off his sneakers. He wasn’t wearing socks, so he started onto the sand. Gareth just left his flip-flops on and followed him. When they got a few yards down the sand, the gaggles of sunbathing moms with kids dissipated, and they found a quiet spot by the rocks that edged the beach. David plopped down. Gareth stood for a moment staring at the water, then sat beside him.

“Sorry to have blurted that out. Both to him and to you.”

David shrugged. No, that was the wrong response. He didn’t feel offhand at all. He looked up at Gareth. “I totally understand that you have a life that has nothing to do with me. You’ll go away and Edge will be there. It’s just, while I understood you liked him, I didn’t get the attraction. Not that I’d begrudge it if I didn’t want you for myself. Edge is gorgeous—at least on the outside.” He forced a smile.

“Edge is how I knew I was gay. I kept getting boners looking at him.” He sighed. “But I’m not going away, and I don’t want to have a life that has nothing to do with you.”

“What do you mean?” Heart leaping. Take a deep breath.

“I’ve applied to school in Santa Barbara. It’s not next door, but it’s certainly driving distance, and a helluva lot closer than Sydney.” He turned and looked at David, his eyes deep and shiny. “I don’t want to be presumptuous, but if I stay, could I see you?” He frowned. “No, more than see you. Could I maybe be your boyfriend? I know it’s a lot to ask. I mean, I won’t be close by every night, but I’d come on weekends, and I only have one more year.” He grabbed David’s hands. “Please.”

David forced the words out. “What about Edge?”

“He’s part of the past. He made himself that way. I hope we can stay friends, but my future is with you.”

David just stared. Brain and mouth not connected. He opened his jaw. “But—but you don’t know me.”

“Yes, I do. You know I do. And you know me. You know where I’ve been and where I’m going. You see me like no one but my mom ever has. Maybe it won’t work, David, but I’d sure like to try. I mean, if it goes wrong, we both get a broken heart, but shit, isn’t that better than not knowing if this is the best thing ever? I know I’m rushing it, but I don’t have much time before I have to go back to Australia. Then I’ll come back in time for school in the fall. I can’t go, not knowing. I can’t.”

Only one word thrummed through his veins like his own pulse. “Yes.”

Gareth smiled so big it looked like his cheeks might crack. “Yes?”

“Yes.” Insanity, thy name is David Underwood.

 

 

DAVID SMILED at Gareth as they walked back to the gallery from lunch. “Isn’t your mom missing you? You’ve only been home once since the volleyball game.”

“Actually, she wants me to bring you down on Saturday. Can you do it?”

“Yes. I think so. I’ll talk to JJ.” They twined fingers. “How are you feeling? It’s been an intense week.”

“Yeh. It was stressful being in the closet, but that was a different kind of stress, more internal. This is kind of raw, I guess.”

“I’ve never been in the closet.” David laughed. “Who’d ever believe I was straight? But I know about raw.”

Gareth did a quick one-armed hug so as to not make a spectacle. “I’ll bet you do, love.”

At the gallery, David let JJ take a break. The store traffic had slowed since the fog had crept in during the afternoon rather than the morning. Sunburned tourists sought shelter from the chill, but not in his shop.

David worked on his computer, inputting inventory while Gareth looked at all the art pieces, asking question after question. He seemed genuinely interested in what sold best and which seasons produced the most revenue. David loved Gareth’s enthusiasm. Umm, my boyfriend’s enthusiasm. The word made him glow with just a tiny edge of anxiety. Yeah, edge was the right word. Edge had him first—even though he didn’t know it. First loves were tough to shake.

Gareth picked a book from a back shelf and flipped through it. “Wow. Japanese porn.”

David glanced and laughed. “Actually, it’s Japanese shunga prints. It was a medieval art form. The Japanese don’t think of erotica like we do, so it’s not really pornographic.”

“But these blokes are hung.”

“Yes. It’s characteristic of the form. No one knows why the phalluses are so greatly exaggerated exactly.”

“Bloody hell, these are hot. Wish they had some of two guys together.”

“They do, actually. It’s hard to tell in some cases because the men are often adolescent boys who dress more like women. In Japan, people were seldom considered homosexual. Only acts were described as such.”

“Yeh. I found one. Oh shit, this is so great.” David felt a strong arm wrap around his waist. Gareth pulled David back against a rock-hard cock covered by denim. He leaned hard against David and stuck the book in front of David’s face. “Look at that, love.”

Oh yeah, David hardly had to be reminded. He’d used that book to jerk off a few times in the bathroom, being very careful not to get cum on the pages. “Yeah, I know. I love that book.”

“Oh, have you been a very bad boy with this book?”

“Yes.”

Gareth breathed hot in his ear. “And where would that have been?”

“In the back bathroom.”

“Oh, you naughty, naughty boy. I think I may spank you tonight for being so very bad.”

David moaned, while trying to keep his eyes on the front door and the few people passing by.

“Actually, I don’t think I can wait ’til tonight.” Gareth set the book on the counter in front of David. “Just keep looking at this, love.”

The etching showed two young men, opulently dressed in kimonos, ministering to an older man’s enormous phallus with their tongues. Crap, it was so sexy. Gareth licked the shell of David’s ear. “I want you to know that I have been tested regularly and have a clean bill of health.”

David was gasping now as the thick ridge of cock pushed between his asscheeks, still covered in skin-tight stretch denim. “Me too. I’m clean.”

“Oh good, love, because I want to swallow.”

Before David could think, much less protest, Gareth was on his knees in front of him, back to the counter, and pulling down David’s zipper. David kept staring toward the door with what he knew was a stupid grin on his face as those rough fingers pulled his stiff cock out.

Then warm, wet heat surrounded him. “Oh shit, Gareth.” He forced himself to whisper when he wanted to shout.

He stared at the beautiful etching, then turned the page and saw the huge phallus of one man penetrating the asshole of another, younger man. Oh God, oh God.

“Hi, David.”

He looked up at the open front door of the shop to see Mercy, one of his friends from the Laguna Art Museum, waving as she walked by. Oh Mercy, don’t come in. He waved, hoping she couldn’t see his hand shaking.

She stuck her head in the door as Gareth’s mouth moved into serious vacuum mode while his big hand stroked David’s balls. She smiled. “How’s business, kiddo?”

“Uh, swell, uh, fine.” He pointed to the computer a little frantically. “Just doing some inventory.”

She laughed. “Far be it from me to keep a man from his boredom. See ya soon.”

“Bye.” He’d squeaked, but she didn’t seem to notice. Oh shit. He held on to both sides of the counter like the railing on a pitching ship and began pumping his hips, forcing his throbbing cock into that divine throat. Again and again, Gareth deep-throated him until David didn’t care if the president came in to shop. He was not going to stop for anyone.

He looked down at the shunga painting. In a few hours, Gareth would have that big cock of his in David’s ass. That one thought did it. Explosion. Heat. “Oh crap, Gareth, baby. Oh….” And he looked down to see Gareth’s mouth and throat working as he swallowed every drop. That sight was going into the beautiful memories Hall of Fame like this morning’s cowboy ride. In fact, soon all his ideas of beauty might revolve around one big Aussie.

“Hi, I’m interested in that ceramic wall art you were telling me about last weekend.”

He looked up at the customer and smiled as Gareth zipped his jeans over a now far softer cock. “Of course, let me show it to you. We just hung it there by the front window.” He patted Gareth on the head and walked over to his customer, the rubbing of his jeans reminding him of just how satisfied his dick could be. He pointed to the four integral pieces of ceramic that made up the wall hanging. “When you said you wanted something dimensional and abstract, I thought of this immediately.”

“Oh, it’s lovely.”

David bit his tongue to keep from laughing as Gareth crept from his spot behind the service desk into the back room. Come on. Pay attention to your customer. He smiled at the middle-aged lady with the happy brown eyes, but his glance caught movement out the window. Across the street in the antique shop, the sunlight glanced off brilliant blond hair. Short. Shiny. Shit. Was John Edgerton spying on them? If yes, how much had he seen?




Chapter Eight

 

 

DAVID LAY with his head on Gareth’s shoulder, the covers pulled over both of them. If he peeked under, he would also see two very limp cocks.

They had left the gallery, grabbed a bite to eat, and made a quick appearance at the pageant, long enough for David to do his scene, shower off the makeup, and run out the stage door. They’d barely made it to David’s living room before they started fucking. All day, David’s ass had been clenching with the thought of that big Aussie cock planted deep inside, bareback.

Just inside the front door, Gareth had turned David around, pushed him face-first against the door, and pulled down his jeans—no small feat considering they fit like a coat of paint. He’d magically produced some lube from a pocket, worked it into David’s hole until he cried out for more, and then rammed that cock up his tingling ass. It had taken fifteen minutes to get all his cum marks off the door. Then they’d moved to the bedroom, played a little while with touching and sucking, until David asked for a second round. Nice how twenty-two-year-olds could get it up at the mere thought of an available orifice.

But now it was late and they were both spent. At least for the time being.

Gareth ran his fingers gently over David’s thigh, making soft humming noises of contentment.

He didn’t want to ruin the mood, but the question wouldn’t go away. “So, when do you leave?”

“I’ve got five more days.”

God, five days. Would he really come back? “Will it take long to get a green card so you can go to UC?”

“Don’t need one.”

“Why, because America doesn’t have enough volleyball players?” David laughed.

“No, because I’m a US citizen.”

“What?” David sat up again, and this time Gareth sat up beside him.

“I was born here. My folks met in the States when my dad was assigned here by his company. They married and had me, then went back to Australia. I’ve lived my life there, but I have a US passport.”

“Well, son of a bitch. How can you play for Australia?”

“I have dual citizenship. Of course, when I come back, I’ll probably have to change volleyball teams.”

“But aren’t you likely to make the Olympics for Australia? Coming to the US would change that possibility a lot, I expect.”

“Yeah, probably would. But with Edge the way he is about me, we haven’t got much chance of winning anyway. I’ll have to find a new partner and start all over.”

David touched his face. “That’s a big sacrifice, Gareth.”

“No. I’ll get to be here, see my mom. I might make a short career doing pro volleyball, but it takes a lot of travel, and it’s not like basketball where you can make huge money. No, I expect I’ll spend life as a businessman, and I can be an openly gay businessman.”

“Don’t think for a minute that being gay in the US is that much better than Australia. It’s not. Laguna is a bit more hospitable.”

“I don’t think I have many illusions. But things are changing fast.” A small smile curved his pretty lips. “If I’m here, I get to see you. Even in Santa Barbara, I can visit… if you aren’t busy.”

David took a deep breath. “I know this is going to sound like I’m searching for commitment, but I need to say it. Even if you’re here, you’re really young. You’ve just come out. There are going to be hordes of guys dying to fuck you. I just happen to be the guy who was there when you decided enough was enough and opened the closet door. If you need to move on, I get it. We barely know each other. I want to see you every time you want to see me, but shit happens.”

Gareth touched his face with those callused fingertips. “Trying to weasel out, love?”

“No!” He swallowed. “Maybe a little.” He glanced at Gareth and smiled. “I guess I’m not the most trusting human.”

“You’ve had no reason to be. It’s easier to let me go than to worry if I’m going to leave.”

He smiled. “Well, shit, how did you get so smart?”

“Because I understand. But I’m making it my mission to prove I’m worth trusting. And maybe worth loving.”

David caught his breath. Gareth must have heard it because he smiled. “Yes, the L word. Too soon, I know. Still, keep it in the back of your mind.” He chuckled.

David swallowed. “What about Edge? You’ve got a lot of history. He’s a part of your identity.”

“Yeah, well, some of that identity is what I want to change.”

“Gareth.”

“Hmm?”

“I think I saw Edge across the street today, watching the gallery.”

“Yeh? That’s something he might do. Don’t worry. He really is harmless.”

“Seriously?”

“I know he looks like a badass, but he’s really a softy inside.” He pulled David close. “I don’t want to talk about him or think about him.”

 

 

I’VE LOST my bloody mind. Edge stared at the steering wheel of the rental car, glanced up at the low ranch house, then went back to his perusal of the dashboard. Oh balls, if I don’t go in, I’ll always wish I had.

He threw open the car door, and before he could change his mind, he stalked up to the front entrance and rang the bell. Footsteps got louder from the inside of the house, and then the door flew open. “Why did you ring—oh?” Carolyn Enders, Gareth’s mum, stared at him like she’d seen something scary.

He swallowed and plastered on a smile. “Hey, Carolyn.”

“Hello, Edge.”

“How’re you keeping yourself?” Sparkling conversation, you asshole.

“Well enough.” She frowned but said, “Do you want to come in?”

“That would be great, thanks.”

She stepped aside, and he crossed in front of her into a bright entry that led to an even brighter step-down living room. “Nice place.”

“Thank you. Can I get you some iced tea?”

“Uh, sure.”

She left the room, and he sucked in a huge breath. What in bloody hell do you think she’s going to tell you?

He faintly heard some clinking, like ice in a tumbler; then, with two glasses in hand, Carolyn walked back in. She never stopped frowning. After setting one tea on a coaster next to Edge, she sat opposite him on the couch and crossed her ankles. “What can I do for you?”

Right to the point. “I just wanted to say hello before I go back home.”

“Yes, we didn’t exactly get to visit when I was at the match, what with you running off and all.”

“Yeh. That’s right.”

“So please give your mother my regards.”

“I will.” He sipped his tea to fill the space. Shit, can’t think of what to say.

She sighed and didn’t even try to cover it. “Why did you come, Edge? What were you hoping to accomplish? You now know that Gareth is gay and you don’t approve. It appears to be more important to you than your friendship. That pisses me off royally, and I can’t see what we have to say to each other.”

He tried to keep the crease from between his eyebrows. It made him look mean. “I’m still his friend.”

“Forgive me, young man, but you have a strange way of showing it.”

“It just took me by surprise.”

“I can understand that. But to purposefully throw a game after the two of you worked so hard—that seems like an excessive amount of surprise. You punished yourself as much as Gareth. Your whole team, really.”

He stared at his hands. “He should’ve told me privately. That’s what a friend would have done. But instead, he paraded that f—that guy that he knew I didn’t like and made this big circus show out of announcing he’s a homo. It fucked me up, excuse the language.”

She looked at him kind of sideways. “I think you have a good point, but I doubt you’ve ever really given Gareth an opening to speak with you on such a personal level. I’ve heard the kind of garbage you and my ex-husband fling at anyone who’s a little different. I expect Gareth was too busy protecting himself to tell you the truth.” She sipped her tea. “But you’re right. He should have told you privately.”

“Yeh. And I shouldn’t have acted like an asshole.”

“That’s right. You shouldn’t.”

“So—uh, what about that guy? The one he brought to the tournament?”

“David? What about him?”

He shifted in his chair and downed a mouthful of tea. “So, he likes this guy?”

She almost smiled. “I think he likes him a lot.”

Edge’s arm flailed out, and he had to drag it back. “But he’s such a pouf.”

Her face sobered. “Maybe Gareth’s sick of being berated by athletic assholes. Plus, I’d stack David’s body against any in the world for sheer beauty.”

Shit, he wasn’t going to agree. He changed butt cheeks on the chair.

She set her tea down. “If you’d like to ask him yourself, you can. They’ll be here shortly.”

“What?” Tea splashed on his jeans. Cold! Damn.

“I’m expecting Gareth and David for lunch. Want to join us?” Her smile had a nasty edge.

He jumped up. “No. Thanks. I have to be going. I just wanted to say hello before I left.”

She stood slowly. “It really is fine if you have time for a meal.”

“No. No thanks. Appreciate the tea.” He stepped forward and gave her a really weird, one-armed hug, then hurried toward the door.

“I’ll tell Gareth you stopped by.”

“Uh, okay. Bye.” He hurried out the front door and across the lawn to his car. Bloody hell. Gareth was bringing that pouf home to see the folks, and obviously he’d told his mum every detail of every fucking word Edge had ever directed at Gareth. Shit. Two could play the tattletale game. He reached for his phone.

 

 

GARETH STARED at the ocean as they powered down the freeway toward San Diego. “It sure is pretty here. I’d like to go to UCSD, but I think the volleyball team at UC Santa Barbara is better, and they have a good business curriculum for me too.”

“Santa Barbara is just as beautiful.” David looked over and smiled. “I’ve been thinking of opening a gallery there. It’s like Laguna. A real arty crowd.”

“That’d be pretty incredible. I’d have a way to see you on more than weekends.” The phone vibrated in his pocket, then started to ring. He pulled it out. Huh, his dad. He clicked. “Hey, isn’t it some godawful hour of the morning there, old man?” He laughed.

His father didn’t. “It’s never too early to find out if your one son is a bloody faggot.”

Turned to ice. Okay, he’d heard those words so many times from his father, but never directed at him. Hard to believe how badly they hurt. “So you’ve been talking to Edge?”

“Doesn’t matter how I heard it. Is it true?”

Just fucking say it. “Yes.”

“I’ll leave your shit at your aunt’s house.” The phone went dead.

A weird sound burst out of his mouth. Half laugh. Half sob.

David looked over. “What is it?”

Gareth opened his mouth, closed, then tried again. “My-my father. I c-can’t go home.”

“What do you mean? Is he sick?”

“Only of me.”

“What?”

“Edge must have told him. He’s going to leave my stuff at my aunt’s house. I can’t go back to—his house.”

David looked over, then back at the road. “You mean your house. Where you grew up.”

“Not exactly. I lived with my mom for a long time. But I moved in with him when I was twelve.”

“You can’t go back because you’re gay?”

Gareth nodded, then realized David couldn’t see. “Yeh.”

“Fuck him.”

Gareth blew out a slow breath. “Yes, I agree. It just took me by surprise. It shouldn’t have. Edge had to tell him sometime. He’s supposed to go back in the next couple days, so if he hadn’t called him, he would have told him in person.”

David hammered a hand on his steering wheel, which looked kind of funny compared to his graceful way of gesturing. “I’m glad he’s going back. He’s not leaving this alone. He scares me. I’m scared for you.”

Gareth shook his head. “Edge would never hurt me—even if he could.”

David reached over and smoothed a hand along his bare leg below the hem of his board shorts. “I’ll be just as glad if you don’t have to test that theory.” He changed lanes and signaled for an exit. “So what does that mean? Are you a Californian, then?”

“I guess so. I’m a citizen and have a passport. But I have to arrange to transfer my credits to UC.” He sighed. “And I have to talk to my coach.”

“Bad, huh?”

“It’ll tear things apart even more than I already have.” He dropped his head in his hands.

The GPS said, “You have arrived at your destination. Your route guidance is now finished.”

Gareth shook his head. “Man, that’s the truth. I sure didn’t pay enough attention to where this route would take me, did I?” He snorted.

David parked the car and turned to him, his face neutral. “Do you wish you were back in the closet?”

“No! I mean, I don’t think so. I just acted hastily and didn’t consider all the people it would affect.”

“Was it a good thing, them not knowing you’re gay?”

Gareth glanced at David. “Okay, Yoda, I get it. Their not knowing I’m gay meant they didn’t know me. The person they said they cared about was some other guy. Right?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Is it right?”

The breath he dragged in was ragged. “It sure hurts having people hate you.”

“Oh, baby.” David leaned across the console and pulled Gareth into his arms. “I understand. If I had a dollar for every slur I’ve gotten over the years, we could hire a hit man to take out Edge and your father.”

He chuckled, but his chest hurt. A rap on the window made him look up. His mom stood outside the car, looking worried. He gave David an extra squeeze, then opened his car door. David climbed out the driver’s side and came around.

His mom looked back and forth between them. “Is everything okay?”

David slipped an arm around Gareth’s waist. “Shit has hit the Australian fan. You might have a son home earlier than you expected. Like, how about today?” He grinned.

His mom did her best to throw her arms around both of them. “I can’t think of anything I’d love more. Come on in and tell us everything. Then we can call the college.”




Chapter Nine

 

 

DAVID SNUGGLED Gareth tighter and pulled the covers over both of them. In all his alpha-male-loving years, he’d seldom been the comforter, but the role felt natural. He liked taking care of Gareth. “Still feeling shell-shocked?”

“I’m too shell-shocked to feel shell-shocked.” At least Gareth laughed.

“But the university was great about prioritizing your transfer.”

“Yeh. Parker has some serious clout since he’s an alumnus and helps raise funds for special projects.”

“I expect the volleyball coach might have put in a good word or twenty.”

He chuckled. “Maybe.”

“So you’ll still be able to do the exhibitions with your team?”

“I guess. But who knows about Edge? Hell, he told my mom that he’s still my friend, but calling my father wasn’t exactly friendly. There’s no use us playing if he’s going to throw the games.” He nibbled David’s ear. “Once again, I don’t want to think about him. At least, not until tomorrow.”

“Oh?” David grinned. “What would you like to think about?”

“How sex with you will make me cross the highest mountains and swim the deepest oceans.” He laughed.

“Okay, my poet, my asshole waits at the ready.”

“Oh no, I want you to fuck me. I like bottoming as much as I like to top, and I loved your cock in my bum yesterday morning.”

“And such a pretty bum it is.” David looked down at a rising situation. “Seems like there’s someone else present who likes the idea too. And here I thought it would never get hard again.” He laughed.

“Put that thing to good use, my Michelangelo.” Gareth proceeded to turn onto his hands and knees, put his face to the pillow, and thrust that bum—the bum that had changed David’s life—up in the air. For a moment David just stared. It had been a long time. Phil wouldn’t have considered letting David penetrate him. Too humiliating. And the wonderful experience with Gareth yesterday had only required him to lie still and keep his cock hard—not difficult under the circumstances. Now he needed to top in a big way. He didn’t want to disappoint Gareth.

Gareth moaned. “Fuck me, baby. Like you—I mean us—Yanks say, I’m dyin’ here.”

That put some spurs to him. David grabbed lube from the end table and got two fingers worth. Carefully he slipped one, then two fingers into Gareth’s hot hole. The heat and wet tightness of it made him a little crazy. Oh Jesus. He scissored his fingers, and Gareth moaned again and began to push back onto his hand. The boy wanted it bad. So give it to him. David might not be a natural top, but he knew what he liked.

He pressed a ribbon of lube onto his very erect cock, dropped the tube, and used the same hand to stroke his dick until it was nice and shiny and slick. Separating the fingers of his other hand in Gareth’s hole, he made space, pressed his cockhead into the tightness, then pulled out his fingers, pushing hard with his hips. Dear God, how could he forget in one day the pure bliss of that hot ass? So tight. Clearly Gareth hadn’t bottomed a lot. Hell, in his closeted life, it was a wonder he’d ever gotten to have sex at all. But man, talk about a perfect fit. Gareth could turn him into a top anytime. He thrust. Hard.

“Holy bloody fucking shit!” Gareth lost it, pushing against David’s cock faster than David could keep up. David pressed a hand to that muscular ass to steady him a little, leaned over the broad back, and began to thrust his hips. Gareth cried out, begging, moaning, praising, until it became one great wail of pleasure.

Oh God, he loved it. He felt powerful. Like nothing and no one could ever hurt him again. Those little cat mewling sounds? He loved those best. Wanted to hear more of those. He changed his angle to the side, ensuring a straight shot on Gareth’s prostate. The mewls became a roar of pleasure. Okay, that worked. He pulled his cock out to the tip and slowly pushed back in, then followed with three short choppy thrusts.

“Oh David, oh David, oh David….”

Sweet. He could hear his name from those beautiful lips all day.

Suddenly his body flamed into overdrive. Every nerve came alive, electricity powered up and down his spine, and he felt like a hero conquering and serving at the same time.

Then, blastoff.

“Oh God, Gareth.” He reached around, grabbed Gareth’s cock, and pumped it like he needed water or he’d die of thirst. It only took two strokes.

“David, David, I love this, I love this, I love….”

Oh yes, I love. I love. I love.

Hot cum spilled over David’s hand, and his whole body seemed to turn inside out as it pulsed his semen into the exquisite, hot ass of this man he defied himself not to love. He never wanted to stop. He never wanted to let go.

 

 

OUTSIDE, IN the dark bushes around the side of the cottage, Edge shuddered at the cries and moans of pleasure he heard through the partly open window. How could Gareth do that with… with him? How could he do it?

Edge pulled his hand out of his pants covered with cum and wiped it on his shorts. With his other hand, he slapped the wetness from his cheeks.

Maybe it was time he found out.

 

 

JUST INSIDE the door of the gallery, Gareth gave David a sweet kiss. Dressed in warm-ups over his devastating trunks, Gareth had said he intended to go to the beach and play a pick-up game of volleyball, or basketball if he couldn’t find a volleyball partner.

David gave him a saucy look. “Have mercy on the men and women of Laguna Beach, cutie. You should stop at the police department and have those swim trunks registered as a lethal weapon.”

Gareth laughed, kissed David’s nose, and headed down the sidewalk. David finished the opening procedures, then grabbed a box of brochures from the back and replenished the literature holders around the gallery. He glanced at his watch. JJ would be another half hour, but no worries as Gareth would say, since the town wouldn’t get busy for at least that long.

Might as well put out that new Indonesian carving while I have a minute. He went in back where he’d opened the shipping crate last night but left the carving inside. He was excited to have this piece, a primitive Ganesha statue showing the playful elephant-man lying in blissful repose. A protection god, Ganesha was honored in many parts of the world, and David had always had a special affection for him. Maybe because he was different too. Not quite what people expected a man to be like and yet a hero nonetheless.

David removed the packing material and carefully lifted out the carved wood. He’d put it in the front window so passersby could see it and smile.

As he walked out of the storage room and around the corner to the gallery carrying Ganesha, he saw a shadow. A big shadow. He stopped. No one had announced himself. He hadn’t heard the bell or any voices of customers. Almost as though someone had sneaked in quietly. He wished he hadn’t left his cell phone on the counter.

Probably being paranoid. He took a deep breath and rounded the corner.

Big, blond, and fucking mean.

Phil.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Phil flashed his nastiest grin. “Aren’t you happy to see me, David? Haven’t you been missing your big daddy?”

He couldn’t run. Didn’t seem to be able to move. “You know I’m not, and I have the restraining order to prove it.”

Phil frowned. “Yes, that. What a silly thing to do, but you always were silly, weren’t you, David? My silly little fairy boy.”

Phil was almost as tall as Gareth, but his middle was getting soft, and his skin showed the effects of dissipation. He took a step forward, his face growing redder. “Answer me, fairy boy. Wasn’t it a silly thing to do? Aren’t you going to go to the police department and have it lifted, tell them what a mistake you made?”

“No, I’m not, and if you so much as breathe on me, I’ll have you arrested.”

Phil’s eyes narrowed and teeth gritted. “I saw that asshole leave. Does he make you think you’re brave? You think you can replace me? Don’t make me laugh.”

David glanced around. Where could he run? “He has nothing to do with this. I took out the restraining order before I met him. I want you gone, Phil, or I’ll call the cops.”

“Doubt you’ll be doing much complaining if you can’t talk, fairy boy.” His hands tightened into fists, and David’s face hurt just looking at them.

David took a step back. “Get the hell away from me.”

“I’ll bet you haven’t had a good beating in months. That’s why you’re such a wiseass. You always did like a little discipline, didn’t you? About time you get what you need.” He lunged.

David sidestepped and hurled the large wooden statue at Phil’s red face, hitting him in the forehead. Blood gushed. The statue hit the floor, and Phil howled as he grabbed his head. Despite the gusher, he gripped David’s forearm and raised a bloody hand.

A powerful slap knocked David’s head aside. Pain flashed up his neck.

Stars. Christ, he actually saw them. Heat radiated from his cheek as he tried to rip his arm from Phil’s iron hold. Phil raised his hand again. This time, a fist. David saw the arm descending and jerked away to avoid it. Twisting frantically, he watched the fist coming toward his head but couldn’t get far enough away. He braced for the pain, when—

It was gone. The grip on his arm released, and the big body went flying through the air. David slipped in a patch of blood and hit the floor, striking his head on the polished concrete. There were those crappy stars again.

Noise, yelling, some of it with a distinct Aussie accent.

Gareth must have come back. Thank God.

Had David said he didn’t need help? Shit. He needed all the help he could get.

Hurting in every limb, he gathered himself up and started to stand. A big hand took his arm and hauled him to his feet. He turned to flash his smile at….

Edge.

Holy shit. David froze. Out of the frying pan into the fire. Had the guy saved him from Phil just so he could finish the job?

David pulled his arm from Edge’s grip. “I don’t understand.”

“What?”

“I don’t understand why you’re here. Why you saved me from being beaten or killed when I’d think that was the thing you most wanted to do yourself. I don’t understand.”

The deep blue eyes stared at him steadily. No emotion. No expression. “Neither do I.” He wrapped a hand around David’s neck.

Crap, he was going to be strangled. David turned his head and tried to get away, but if he’d thought Phil was strong, now he knew better. He pulled back frantically, but the power in that hand was relentless.

Shit! Edge moved closer, hand tightening, and suddenly shoved his mouth over David’s.

David’s lips were parted in struggle, and Edge’s closed lips pressed against his teeth. David remained still, afraid to fight because it might set the guy off. So he stood, lip-locked with Edge, held there by a powerful hand. Edge also seemed motionless, as if he were shocked by the unexpected situation.

Then gradually, to David’s amazement, those tight closed lips started to open and a warm tongue slipped out and, ever so tentatively, licked against David’s mouth. Once, twice, then it slid between David’s teeth and touched his tongue. A soft whimper came from Edge’s throat. He opened his lips and pressed his tongue farther into David’s mouth.

David knew he should pull back. This was insane, but the pure amazement of being kissed by the homophobe kept him in place. And Edge’s kiss felt strangely good, so he opened his mouth a little and let his tongue play against Edge’s.

Edge’s whimper became a full-on moan, and another strong arm dragged David snugly to that huge, powerful, Goliath body. Holy shit, the man was hard. Harder than hard. His hips pressed tight against David’s abdomen and rocked enough to make it very clear what that cock would like to be doing. David must have slipped into Neverland. Either that or he was in the embrace of the world’s most closeted Australian queer.

 

 

GARETH TRIED to run down the sidewalk, but the summer crowds thwarted him. From the intersection of the Coast Highway a block away, he’d seen a body come hurtling out of what he thought might be the gallery. Or maybe the shop next door, but he didn’t want to take any chances. The guy had hit the sidewalk, nearly taking a couple of tourists with him, then had quickly gotten to his feet, brushed himself off, and hurried away with a slight limp, showing how hard he must have hit that pavement. What the bloody hell was going on?

When he was a few doors from the gallery, Gareth saw another body come flying out the door, this one more under its own power. Edge’s bright blond crew cut shone in the sunlight. Goddamn! Gareth pushed past a couple walking a dog, nearly tripped on the leash, but managed to put himself in Edge’s path.

Edge didn’t see Gareth, he was staring so hard at the ground. What the fuck? Was he crying?

Gareth grabbed Edge by his shoulders and his powerful paws came up ready to fight. “Whoa, Edge. Stop, it’s me.”

When Edge looked up, Gareth gasped at the pure pain on his face. “What’s the matter? Were you in the gallery?” His hands tightened. “Is David all right? You didn’t do anything to him?”

Edge didn’t answer, just shook his head like a cow or something.

Gareth pulled him firmly by the arm and started dragging him back to the gallery. “Come on.” Under ordinary circumstances Edge was stronger than Gareth. He outweighed him by twenty pounds and had a longer reach, but not today. Afraid, angry, Gareth hauled Edge, only mildly protesting, back into the gallery. He closed the door behind him.

David was standing in the back of the store, staring into space, and he looked mussed, his shirt pulled out and torn. A wooden statue of some kind lay against the wall.

Still dragging Edge, Gareth moved toward David. “Are you all right, love? Did he hurt you? If he did, I’ll—”

David looked up and seemed to click into the situation. “No, no. He didn’t hurt me. He saved me. Phil came in and tried to beat me up, and Edge threw him out of the store. He saved me.”

Gareth put an arm around a shaking David and looked at Edge, still staring at the ground. “Well, that’s all right, then. Are you okay, love, really?”

David nodded but was oddly focused on Edge. Something else was sure as shit happening. Gareth asked, “Okay, what’s going on?” He looked at David, who looked at Edge, who looked at the ground. Gareth tried again. “Someone tell me what’s up here, because it sure as hell isn’t that Edge is the big hero.”

Edge pulled his arm from Gareth’s tight hold. “Fuck it. Fuck you both.” He turned like a crazed lion and ran from the store.




Chapter Ten

 

 

GARETH STARED at the retreating back of his former best friend. What the hell? When Edge ran out the door, he left it open, and that in turn opened the floodgates of concerned friends and curious looky-loos. JJ was first in the door, and he ran full speed to David, reminding every observer that he might look like an athlete, but he ran like Tinker Bell.

“Oh my God, David, what happened? Did I see Phil running down the street? Did he hurt you?”

David wiped his face on his forearm. “He sure as hell tried. Will you please call the police, JJ? I’m filing a complaint on that asshole.”

JJ grabbed Gareth’s arm. “Thank you for saving David. Oh my God, you’re so brave. Phil is mean as piss.”

Gareth started to say something, but David shook his head a little. Okay, they’d deal with this in a while.

The police arrived a few minutes later and took David’s statement. The detective named Simpson turned to Gareth. “And you intervened, Mr. Marshall?”

“Uh, no, I arrived after the incident. It was my volleyball partner, John Edgerton, who stopped the man from hitting David.”

The detective looked around. “Where is he?”

“He ran out shortly afterward. I think he felt uncomfortable that we were calling him heroic.” Or something like that.

“Do you know where he is now?”

“No.”

“Do you know how we can reach him? If we only have Mr. Underwood’s statement as to what occurred, it’s harder to prove.”

“I can try to call him.”

“If you would, please.”

Gareth turned to David, who sat huddled in a chair at the back of the store. JJ was taking care of interested people who were covering their curiosity by shopping. “I’ll go call him.” He waved toward the front of the shop.

David gave him big eyes but nodded.

Damn, I wish we’d been able to talk more before everyone else rushed in. He walked toward the front of the store and dialed Edge’s number. Would he even answer?

One ring. Two. Three.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Edge, it’s Gareth.”

“Yeh. I know.”

“Look, we called the police on the guy who tried to hit David. They need you to give a statement so it doesn’t turn into his word against the asshole’s.”

Silence.

“Come on, John. We need you here.”

“What’d he tell you?”

“He told me nothing. Zip shit. We’ve been dealing with police and crap since you ran out. You gotta do this.”

“Gotta do nothing.”

“Sorry, man, but they might come looking for you at the airport or something.” That didn’t seem likely for a so-called domestic dispute, but did Edge know that?

“Bull.” But that didn’t sound like disbelief, just frustration.

“What shall I tell them? Where are you?”

“None of your business.”

“You want to go to the police station? It’s right at the end of the street the gallery’s on.”

“Yeh. Okay. I’ll go there.”

“When shall I tell the detective you’ll be there?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Okay. Thanks. The same street, right?”

“Yeh, yeh. That’s what I get for being a Good Samaritan. Next time, I’ll let him suffer.” He hung up.

Gareth ground his teeth as he stared at the phone. Asshole. Then he snorted. Kind of funny, though. Next time. He walked back to the detective. “He says he’ll be at the police station in fifteen minutes.”

The cop looked at his watch. “Good. Thank you for your help.”

“Can I take David home now?”

“Yes. Just don’t go anywhere, Mr. Underwood.”

David rose from the chair looking like every bone hurt. “Where would I go? I feel like I could sleep for a week.”

Simpson frowned. “You sure you shouldn’t go to the hospital and get checked out?”

“No. I got slapped and I hit my head, but it wasn’t any worse than I’ve had in the past, thanks to Edge. If Phil had connected with that fist, I’m sure it would be a different story.”

“Hopefully we’ll be able to assure he doesn’t go around abusing anyone else.”

David sighed. “That would be good.”

Gareth put an arm around David’s waist and walked him toward the door. “Want to stay here and I’ll go get one of the cars?”

David shook his head. “I can walk.”

Heading out into the sunshine, they walked down Forest to PCH, and then started climbing the hill to David’s cottage in North Laguna. Once they got out of the center of town, David reached for Gareth’s hand, and they ambled with their fingers linked. It felt just right—except that David was thinking really hard.

Gareth tried to sound casual. “So, you want to tell me what happened?”

“Okay.”

Silence.

“Uh, so tell me.”

“I’m trying to sort it out in my brain. I came out of the back carrying the Ganesha statue. I saw a shadow, but it was all silent, which made me wary. Of course, Phil was waiting. We exchanged words, I threw the statue at him, but he grabbed me and slapped me. I saw his fist coming at my head—and then he was just gone, like flying through the air. I was on the floor against the wall, and I heard an Aussie accent. I thought it was you for a minute.”

“Wish it had been me, love. I’m so sorry.”

David was so deep in his story, he didn’t seem to hear. “Phil looked scared and ran, and a hand pulled me up, and I was staring at Edge. Jesus, I was so frightened. I thought he was going to finish the job. I asked why he’d done it. Why he saved me. He said he didn’t know.”

“What happened then?”

“He kissed me.”

“What? What the fuck?”

“I was so shocked, I let him.” He stopped walking and stared into space. “And then I guess I kind of helped him.”

“Helped him what?”

“Kiss me.”

Jesus, he felt half cold—and half hot. Edge kissing David. The picture burned some vaguely obscene hole in his brain. He shook his head trying to dislodge it. “You must have been confused, feeling really grateful since he saved you and all.”

David frowned. “I guess. But he got pretty hot and bothered. I mean, he was hard as a steel pipe.”

Gareth swallowed. Another pornographic image for his mental scrapbook. He cleared his throat. “What about you?”

“Me?”

“How did you, uh, feel?”

He kind of cocked his head, looking bewildered. “Are you kidding? I had Mr. Golden God Ass to Die For all over me like a very expensive suit. Not likely my cock would ignore that.”

“You mean he turned you on?” Crap, jealousy surged through him like fire. Fire almost as hot as the pure titillation of the idea of David and Edge together.

David dropped right where he was and sat on the curb. Gareth folded his arms and paced back and forth. “I can’t believe it. You and Edge?”

David put a hand on his hip, which looked funny squatting on the curb. “There is no me and Edge. Will you screw your head on straight for a minute and think about what actually happened? Edge, your best friend since grade school and the most fag-hating human on earth except maybe your father, kissed me, the gayest man on the planet. Will you get that, please? And he liked it. More than liked it.”

Gareth frowned. “Hey, anyone would like kissing you.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence, dear, but I’m sure most straight men would disagree. A blowjob? Maybe. But a kiss is pretty damned gay.”

“So you’re saying?”

“I don’t know what I’m saying. I don’t know what this means. Maybe he was just curious as to what you saw in me. Maybe it’s more than that. But maybe we should find out.”

David glanced up, and their eyes met. He stood and by some mutual unspoken agreement, they both turned and walked down the hill—at speed. David led the way for three long blocks to a big structure that said Administration Building. He scooted around the corner where a lot of cop cars were parked—and stopped. They were both breathing hard. Apparently David wasn’t tired anymore.

Gareth spied the car. He pointed. “That’s Edge’s rental.”

David nodded.

“You sure you want to do this?”

David gazed at him. “Are you?”

He swallowed. “I guess I want to know.”

“Why?”

“Because—I don’t know exactly.”

“Vindication or sexual interest?” A slight rise of the eyebrow accompanied that question.

Whew. Which one was it? He shook his head.

“You probably better think on it before he gets here.”

 

 

“THANK YOU for your cooperation, Mr. Edgerton.” The detective named Simpson smiled.

“Sure. No worries.” At least they were polite. They’d asked about the asshole he’d grabbed and not much else. He pushed back his chair at the conference table. Maybe interrogation table was a better name.

“One other question.”

“Yeh.”

“May I ask the nature of your relationship with Mr. Underwood?”

“Who?”

“David Underwood. The man you saved.”

Shit. He felt his cheeks get warm. “Oh. No relationship. He’s a friend of my volleyball partner.”

“And you happened to put yourself on the line for him, because—” Simpson kept smiling as he waved his hand.

“I told you. I came to find Gareth, and this bloke was about to beat up the little guy. David. I don’t go for shit like that, so I grabbed the wanker and pulled him off.”

“Most heroic. I wish more people were willing to get involved to save strangers.”

“Well, I knew he was Gareth’s friend, but I would likely have done it for anyone. That guy really had a fist ready to deliver. Would have hurt David bad.”

“Yes, I imagine. Thank you again.”

“Sure.” Funny. He wasn’t sure what the cop thought. Hell, who cares?

“So if you’ll just sign the statement you wrote out, we’ll be done for now.”

Edge signed. “For now? I go back to Australia in two days.”

Simpson frowned but said, “Your positive identification of the man attempting to assault Mr. Underwood should be sufficient. Still, I’ll call you if we need you for anything further.”

“Okay.” Get out of here. He rushed out of the interrogation room and walked through the lobby of the police station. A young woman cop sat at the front desk. He smiled at her, and she grinned back. See? He liked women.

Outside the door the sun beat down, and Edge raised his face to soak some in. Okay, get out of this crappy town, find his mates, and head for a pub with some serious grog. He started across the parking lot and stopped—Gareth and David stood leaning on his rental car. Well, fuckity fucked up.

He walked slowly, and they just stared at him.

He frowned. “What are you two doing here?”

David grinned that cheeky smile of his. “Maybe I came to thank you for saving me from Phil.”

“Is that why you came?”

“No. But it sounds good, doesn’t it?”

Edge looked at Gareth’s beautiful face.

Gareth fidgeted. “We need to talk.”

“Shit, man, you sound like some wanking chick flick.”

Gareth stepped back like he’d been hit. Edge leaned forward to touch him, and David put a hand on his arm. Edge shook it off as hard as he could. Little shit!

David set his jaw. “Listen, asshole, I told Gareth what happened.”

“You had no right!”

“Oh really? You’re saying I should keep the fact that the world’s biggest homophobe kissed me a deep dark secret. Guess again. You’re lucky I didn’t post it on Facebook—on your volleyball team page.”

Edge’s heart beat like a hammer. Run. Just run. They stood between him and the car.

David’s chest rose and fell like he’d sucked in a huge breath. “Look, why don’t you drive us to my place? Come in and I’ll make some food. You two can talk. All three of us can talk. If you’re serious about wanting to stay friends with Gareth, then you need to do this.”

“He’s been my friend since we were little, and that doesn’t change.”

Gareth gazed at him. “I love you, Edge. But that could easily change if you keep up the crap you’ve been slinging for the last few days. I’m done. I appreciate what you did for David. If you want to talk about it, this is your chance. Otherwise, thanks to you, I have no home to go to in Australia, so I’m moving here.”

“What?”

David nodded. “His father threw him out after you called him.”

“Shit! I never meant that to happen.”

Gareth narrowed his eyes. “What did you think, Edge? Or is it that you didn’t think at all? You just did your own selfish crap, and I take the consequences.”

Jesus, drowning. Water pushed him down to the bottom of the sea and he couldn’t breathe. “Okay, let’s talk.”

In his playbook of craptastic uncomfortable moments, the next fifteen minutes in that car moved to the top. Nobody said anything except David, who issued directions. Edge didn’t let on he knew right where the house was since he’d made a hobby of sitting outside the fucking windows listening to them. Not his proudest hours. Definitely his sexiest. Shit, those two could hump.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

DAVID STIRRED the tomato soup. Since the chill in the room approached freezing, the damned stuff might never warm up. Edge and Gareth sat at David’s dining room table, separated from David by the kitchen island. The iced tea and tuna sandwiches in front of them hadn’t been touched yet. Edge would barely look Gareth in the eye, and Gareth glowered back like he’d been betrayed. But betrayed how? Edge probably didn’t have the slightest bit of consciousness of his true inclinations until today, when he suddenly decided to kiss David. Gareth also didn’t exactly seem delighted about the fact that David kissed Edge back—even though he’d admitted to lusting after his best friend for most of his adult life. What a fucking mess.

David poured the soup into three bowls and carried two in to the frigid duo. He put one bowl in front of Gareth, who stared at it like it could contain arsenic, and the other beside Edge’s tuna sandwich.

Edge glowered—yes, glowered—at David. “I think you liked kissing me.”

Where had that come from? “I was scared, confused, grateful—and in the arms of a very sexy man who was determined to kiss me.” He planted a hand on his hip. “Uh, was I supposed to run?”

Edge leaned back in his chair. “Jesus, you are such a pouf! What the hell do you see in him, Gar?”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “You’re shitting me.”

Edge looked at David like he could be hanging in a meat locker. “Okay, he’s good to look at.”

“Ass to die for.”

“But all the girlie crap.”

David waved a hand. “Yoo-hoo. I’m still here.”

Edge snorted. “See!”

Gareth gave a little smile. “I like that. A lot.” He stuck out his jaw. “If he offends your homo-hating heart, how come you kissed him?”

Edge shrugged.

David sighed and got his own soup. Might as well eat while the alphas lock horns. He sat at the third place and dug in to his sandwich.

When Gareth noticed him eating, he took a bite of his own tuna. “Umph. This is good.”

David gave him a snarky smile. “Yes, darling, one thing us fem guys can do is cook.”

Edge tried his sandwich, made a mumbling sound, and consumed the half in two bites. As he chewed, he said, “I kissed him because I wanted to know what all the shouting was about. What you saw in him.”

David interlocked his fingers and held them under his chin. “You do realize that few straight men would satisfy their curiosity by—humping me!”

The scowl returned.

Gareth stared between the two of them. “You said kiss.”

David sipped soup. “Yes, well, Mr. Hunk over there got so hard there was barely room for the three of us in the shop.”

Edge snarled, “Make that four. I didn’t notice anything soft and sloppy in your pants, mate.”

“I’m getting the impression this was a mutual humpfest.” Gareth’s expression looked confused—but not altogether horrified. “Have you ever done that with any other men, Edge?”

“Fuck no!”

David took a drink of tea and stared over the top of the glass. “Maybe we should ask if you ever wanted to?”

Edge’s deep blue eyes flashed up at Gareth, then back to his soup. He grabbed the other half of his sandwich and took a bite. “Any time I even thought about what men did together, I could only think of Gareth.” The words barely made it through the tuna.

“What?” Gareth stared.

David put a hand on Gareth’s arm and looked at Edge. “So you fantasized about Gareth?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know if I fantasized.”

“Let’s be a little more specific. Did you ever jerk off to thoughts of Gareth?”

He shrugged.

“Or pictures of Gareth? Or movies? Or sniff his underwear?”

“Fuck off!”

“Answer me.”

“Okay, fucking yes. I did.”

“You did?”

“Yeh.”

Gareth did the scowling now. “When?”

“I used to watch you in the showers, then go in the gents stall and wank off.”

“If you knew how many times in my life I’ve heard you talk about the poufs, the fags, the queers, the butt-fuckers, and how they were responsible for everything except maybe leprosy…. I died a little each time. And now you’re saying that you’re a closet queer yourself. Is that it? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I don’t know what the fuck I’m saying.” He pushed his chair back, and it banged into the wall.

David spoke softly. “What did you tell yourself when that happened, Edge?”

He signed. “I’d try not to think about it too much. Adrenaline, I’d say. Not getting enough sex. Shit like that.”

David smiled. Just how deluded had this guy kept himself? “So, do you also like women?”

“Also?”

“Do you enjoy having sex with women?”

“I’ve been with a lot of them.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I always had to get a little drunk before I could screw a woman, and I guess if I couldn’t, you know, get it up, I’d blame it on the booze.”

Answer: pretty deluded. “So were you aware that you were attracted to men?”

He shook his head back and forth. “I figured it was just Gareth, because he was so damned pretty.”

“So you’ve never been with a man?”

“Hell, no!”

“Edge, think who you’re talking to.”

“I jerked a guy off once and let him do me, but that was all.”

“No man has ever sucked your cock?”

Edge looked up, shocked. Then down at the last bite of sandwich. He shifted in his seat. “No. Just dreamed about it. With Gareth.”

Gareth leaned forward in his chair. “Well, it went both ways, mate, because I used to fantasize about you about ten times a day, and one hell of a lot of cum got spilled in those daydreams.”

David didn’t know whether to feel upset or aroused.

“Me too.” Edge’s voice was barely audible. “I’d start out thinking about some big-boobed movie star, and when I got ready to come, the picture in my head would shift to you. I wanted to hate you for it so bad.”

Gareth shook his head. “I never knew.”

David cleared his throat. “And that didn’t make you realize you’re gay?”

Edge half rose from his chair, then sat back down. “I’m not…. No.”

“And why did you kiss me?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.”

He looked up and met David’s eyes for the first time. “I wanted to know what he liked. I wanted what he had. I thought you were sexy as fuck that day on the beach when I yelled at you. I guess that’s why I yelled. It made me feel like I was in control.” He scooted closer to the table and stared at the tuna like it might stare back.

That was a pretty big revelation.

They sat in silence.

Finally, Edge looked up. “So what now?”

David cocked his head. “What do you want to happen now?”

His gaze returned to the plate. “I don’t know. I guess it’s too late.”

“Too late for what?”

He glanced to the side at his lifelong friend. “For me and Gareth.”

Gareth’s mouth opened, closed, and opened again. “Holy shit.”

David froze. His heart squeezed and his cock hopped. Weird combo. Before he could stop himself, he looked up. “Gareth?”

Gareth rose and went to David’s side, pulling him out of his chair into his arms. “Don’t, love. It’s you and me. I’m going to stay, and we’re going to be together. You and me.”

David buried his head in Gareth’s broad chest and, much to his disgust, started to cry. The feelings didn’t even make sense. Anger, jealousy, lust, and—yes, fear. At the heart of it all. He started to shake. Gareth pulled him tighter, but it wouldn’t stop. Phil’s angry face stared at him. Screamed at him. His fist descended—again and again. Pain and anger and shame. “Oh God!”

“What, love?” Gareth kissed his hair.

“I was so afraid.”

“Nothing to fear, love.”

“Phil. Oh God. He said he wanted to kill me. I think he would have if Edge hadn’t come.” He burrowed into Gareth’s arms.

“We’re here now, love. Nothing more to fear. You took care of that bastard. He won’t bother you again.”

Edge’s deep voice came from behind him. “If he comes near you, I’ll kill the asshole.”

David sucked in breath and turned in Gareth’s arms. He saw Gareth shake his head, warning Edge. “David took care of him, Edge. He got the police and had him thrown in jail.”

David wiped at his eyes. “Thank you, Gareth. I know I said I could take care of myself, but I lied. I’ve been alone so long. I only got involved with Phil because I was lonely and wanted someone to care about me. Instead, he hit me and abused me. I’m so grateful to Edge for saving me today. I’m so grateful to both of you for not being the kind of man that Phil is. So grateful.” The tears ran down his cheeks again and dripped off his chin.

Edge stepped closer and tipped up David’s chin with his finger. He did something David hardly ever saw him do. He smiled. “I know I’m a big Neanderthal with no fucking manners, but sometimes that’s a handy kind of guy to have around.” Funny how David hadn’t noticed those dimples in Edge’s cheeks before. Like you could sharpen pencils in them.

David stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Edge in a huge hug. “Thank you. I’m so glad you were there. I’m so grateful.”

Edge chuckled, and the vibration zipped straight to David’s cock. Down, boy.

Another pair of strong arms wrapped around him from behind and made it a group hug.

David giggled. “I’m the filling in an Aussie sandwich. If I’d known, it would have been my lifetime aspiration.”

Gareth whispered in his ear, “Can I talk to you for a second? Private?”

David looked up. Gareth and Edge stared at each other over his head. “I’m not sure we have any secrets from Edge right now.”

“I don’t want to put you in a compromising position, love.”

“Oh hell, compromise away.”

“Well, Edge never had a blowjob from a guy, and you’re the king of blowjobs. If you were both willing, I could watch.”

David opened his mouth, then closed it. He glanced at Edge, whose eyes looked big enough to light a room, but besides swallowing hard a couple of times, he said nothing. David said, “Uh, is it okay with you, Gareth?”

“I suggested it.”

“Yes, and that kind of suggestion can shift things in a relationship.”

Edge finally spoke up. “You’re in love with him, right?”

David looked at Gareth, who was now staring at him too, clearly interested.

David nodded slowly. “Yes, I care for Gareth a lot. It could probably turn into love when we know each other better.”

Gareth beamed at him with so much affection it took his breath.

Edge shrugged. “So no blowjobs for me.”

David cocked his head. “But Gareth loves you and wants to give you something special. Is that right?”

Gareth nodded. “Plus, the idea is just sexy as shit. I’m not sure I can ever close my eyes again without dreaming of Edge’s cock in your mouth.” He laughed. “Sorry. Don’t mean to be crass, but I really love the idea.”

David looked down at his own cock, which now made a grand appearance, shoving out the front of his tight jeans. Good thing they were stretch denim or the poor dick would strangle. “Looks like I’m into it too.”

Both he and Gareth simultaneously lowered their eyes to Edge’s pants, which had started out baggy and now looked like the Ringling Brothers’ big top.

David grinned. “What say we take this party to the bedroom?”

“Bedroom?” Edge’s voice had gone up two octaves.

“Well, we can pretend this is all spontaneous combustion and do it here, but if you can lie down, you’ll enjoy it more.”

All Edge did was swallow.

Gareth took one of Edge’s hands and David the other. They led their willing but shy accomplice down the hall. In the bedroom, David faced Edge. “Have you ever had unprotected sex?”

“Uh, no.”

“Truth?”

“Yes.”

“Have you been tested?”

Gareth nodded at David. “We all have. We get tested regularly as part of our team physicals.”

“How was your test, Edge?”

“Clean. Always clean. I haven’t had sex since my last test.”

“Good.” He pointed. “Take off your shoes, sit on the bed, and recline on the pillows.”

Edge followed David’s directions. I’d like to take off these tight jeans, but that would likely scare the shit out of him. David slipped off his tennies and crawled on the bed. Gareth pulled a chair up close and leaned over, already breathing hard.

David stared at Edge’s distended zipper. What was this act he was about to perform? An initiation of a man into himself? An act of giving never to be repeated? Or was it a beginning for all of them? No time for thinking.

He scooted close, slid the zipper all the way down, reached in, and pulled out a long, thick cock. My, oh my. Goliath indeed. He smiled. Good thing my name is David. Stillness above him. Both men were watching—and waiting. Waiting to see what David would do. He wrapped a hand around Edge’s thick rod. His hand looked delicate in comparison. Man, this would be an assful. He licked the bright red head peeking out of its hood. Hmm, salty and good. Opening wide, he took the entire goody into his mouth and sucked hard.

“Holy bloody shit.” Edge pulled back, but his body apparently thought better of it, because next he rammed that cock straight into David’s mouth. Yikes. He had to back off a little to not be choked. He tightened his hand on Edge’s dick and put the other on the big guy’s hip, trying to control his random thrusts. Edge calmed, though his hips kept jerking, and little gasps and groans escaped with every pump.

Above him, David heard Gareth’s soft voice. “Is that good?”

“Oh shit, yes. So good.”

“This is what you need. And more. So much more.”

Edge moaned.

“Look down, mate. Look at that beautiful man with his lips around your cock. He’s the one doing it to you. Nobody’s as good as David.”

David raised his eyes and saw two intent gazes resting on him. Um, kind of fun. Like being onstage. He pulled back and made a little show of licking Edge up one side and down the other. Edge shuddered and when David looked again, his blue eyes were glazed but still watching.

David went seriously to work, sucking Edge’s cock deep into his throat and then pulling all the way to the tip. He’d rim the head, then do it all again.

Edge practically shrieked. “Shit! No way. Can’t be this—holy shit!”

David raised his eyes and saw Edge’s eyes squeezed shut so he wasn’t seeing Gareth jerking his own cock like he was giving the thing life support. David’s eyes met Gareth’s. The man looked wild. Suddenly he jumped on the bed, ripped down the zipper on David’s jeans, which took serious skill considering they were more like skin than fabric, and shoved David’s cock into his mouth. He never let go of his own cock.

David’s eyes rolled back. “Holy crap, Gareth!”

Edge opened his eyes, and they about bugged out. “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus.”

Gareth sucked so hard David’s dick should have turned to goo. Edge’s hips rammed into David’s mouth, and Gareth’s hand worked like a pump handle. Something’s got to give!

Edge went first. “Holy shiiiiit!” Enough spunk shot from his long-deprived penis to drown David, who had to pull back to swallow. Meanwhile Gareth sucked him so hard his eyes bulged and—that was all she wrote.

“Oh God, Gareth, yes!”

A flash of blinding pleasure shot into his balls and his brain at the same time, and Mr. Just Out of the Closet got more than a mouthful. That seemed like the final trigger, and Gareth’s cum shot out and decorated David’s jeans.

Well, holy blessed crap, he’d just done a threesome.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

THE SECOND David’s pulse stopped beating in his ears enough for him to hear, the tense quiet closed around him. Like everyone was holding his breath.

Uh-oh.

Maybe I can just drift off to sleep and let the two of them fight it out?

No such luck. If there was a referee in this ring, his name was David.

He opened his eyes. Edge sat against the headboard. A deer in the headlights would look more relaxed. His glance leaped around like he was searching for an exit.

David sat up slowly—no sudden moves—and smiled. “Sorry. I can’t give you vampire powers.”

“What?” His voice squeaked.

“You know, the ability to fly out the window or become invisible at will. Maybe the second one is Harry Potter. But regardless, I haven’t got any.”

Gareth sat up faster, sporting an attitude. “Come on, man, don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy it.”

David put a hand on the ripped muscles of Gareth’s forearm. “Of course he enjoyed it. Any guy enjoys a blowjob. But Edge has some serious thinking to do, and we need to let him do it.” He slid off the bed. “Come and help me clean up the dishes.” He zipped up his fly and extended a hand to Gareth, who clearly wanted to stay there and argue Edge into admitting how much he’d loved getting sucked off. Finally he huffed and stood beside David. He made a show out of tucking his cock, substantial even in repose, and followed David out of the bedroom.

When they got to the dining room, Gareth snarled, “Next time you can give me the head and not waste it on an ungrateful asshole.”

That was cute. Gareth was pissed because Edge didn’t appreciate David’s prowess. “I’m sure it’s hard for him to admit how much he enjoyed it.” He gathered dishes and carried them to the sink. “A man doesn’t go from ignorant homophobe to happy, accepting gay guy in one move, Gareth. You need to give him time—and accept that he may never come around.”

“Shit.”

He ran water over the tomato rings in the bowls. “I know how hard it is to accept that. He’s your friend. You love him.”

Gareth leaned against the counter. “Thanks for understanding. And thanks for doing that.” He blushed a little.

David laughed. “Don’t get shy on me now. It was fun and damned sexy. My first three-way.”

“Uh, I think I better be going.”

David turned to see Edge standing in the middle of the dining room. He was all dressed and buttoned up tight in every way.

“Thanks. Uh, for the soup and all.”

“You’re welcome, Edge.”

Gareth kept leaning on the counter, but his whole posture tensed. “So am I going to see you again before you go back home—I mean to Australia?”

Edge stared at the floor. “I—I don’t know.”

“Okay.” The word contained universes of pain and sorrow.

“I thought I could get your shit out of your old man’s place and take it to your aunt.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“Since I fucked it up and all.”

“Yeah. He may not let you take it.”

Edge looked up and his eyes met Gareth’s. “I think he will.”

The intent in that statement almost made David gasp.

Gareth felt it too. He nodded. “Thanks.”

Edge just stood there as seconds ticked by. Then suddenly some release from the gods must have let him go, because he whirled and walked out the front door.

David turned when he heard the sob. Tears ran down Gareth’s face. David wrapped his arms around Gareth’s big chest and hugged. What can you say to a guy who just lost his best friend and his first love?

 

 

EDGE STARED at the car in front of him and drove. No thinking. Just get back to your mates and drink. Only a couple of the players had stayed in California after the tournament, but that was enough. He turned into the parking lot in Huntington Beach, grabbed the first available space, and jumped out of the car before it stopped rolling. Halfway across the lot, he almost ran into Zeke Harris—and that was a big obstacle to miss.

“Whoa, mate, where you headed in such a hurry?”

Edge plastered on a smile. “To find you, man. Let’s go get a drink—or ten.”

“Sure. I’m going to meet Bernie and Syd now. You ready? Need to go to your room first?”

“No.” Hell no. The longer it took before he looked in the mirror, the better.

Edge fell in beside Zeke, who glanced at him. “Where you been? Haven’t seen you all day?”

He shrugged. “Went to Laguna. Trying to make it up with Gareth, you know?”

“Yeah, man, you were damned hard on the guy.”

“I know. Anyway. It’s done.”

“You two kiss and make up?”

Edge stumbled and Zeke grabbed his arm. “Steady, big man.”

They slid into Zeke’s rented car, and a lot of volume on the radio dampened conversation. Just get me to the booze.

Edge stared at the ocean as they drove. Ocean. On the passenger side. South. “Where we going?”

“To that restaurant we found when we went to that art pageant. The men liked it. We’re going for more steak and chips and lots of beer.”

Shit. Laguna. He could have walked there from David’s fucking house. No way he could back out now. He just swallowed and stared at the waves.

Every person on the street in downtown Laguna looked like David—or Gareth. Zeke parked in a pay lot since there weren’t any spaces on the crowded streets. Edge ducked his head and hurried straight to the restaurant without looking left or right.

Zeke laughed as he stretched his legs trying to keep up. “Hey, mate, what’s your hurry?”

“Sorry. Need a drink.”

They pushed inside. Bernie and Syd waved from a booth on the other side of the bar. When they got to them, Bernie laughed. “Where’d you find this big wanker, Zeke?”

“Roaming around the parking lot looking for beer.”

Edge slipped in beside Bernie, who pushed a pitcher of suds closer to him. Edge leaned back to a serving counter behind them and grabbed a glass. He had it filled and half drunk before Zeke even got settled next to Syd.

The waitress came, and they all ordered burgers and lots of fries. Meanwhile, Edge refilled his glass twice more and asked for another pitcher.

“Whoa, this man has got thirst.” Bernie nudged him.

“Yeh. I’ll pay extra. Not driving. No worries, right?”

“Sure, mate, sure.”

Another pitcher arrived, and Edge dug in. Okay, so the room looked a little tilty and soft around the perimeter. Good. When the food arrived, he shoveled in a few fries but did more washing down than chewing. The guys talked about sights they’d seen that day and the upcoming exhibitions.

Syd looked at Edge. “So whatcha been doing all day? See any good sights?”

Edge swallowed another mouthful of beer.

Zeke nodded. “He’s been trying to make it up with Gareth.”

“No shit?”

Bernie said, “That’s good, man. You two been friends forever. Can’t let a few sucked dicks come between you.” He snorted and beer flew from his nose.

Syd crossed his arms. “Fuck that, man. He lied to us. Hell, who’d have thought Gareth could be a homo? I mean if he could, anybody could.”

Edge stared at his beer.

Zeke looked at Edge. “Is he going to play in the exhibitions?”

“Don’ know. I got ’im kicked out. So he’s American now.”

“What? Kicked off the team? Coach would never do that.”

“Out of his house, man.” He sloshed more beer in his glass. “I got his father to throw him out.”

“Jesus, Edge. You really hate his being a homo that much?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. I was just a stupid fuck-up who didn’t think about hiz fren.” He pulled a deep draught. “Don hate ’im. Love ’im.”

Bernie threw an arm around Edge’s shoulders. “Sure, mate. I know. Friends since you were kids.”

Syd leaned in and spoke softly. “Yeh, but doesn’t it ick you out to think about how Gar must have his lips on some guy’s cock?”

Zeke kind of flinched. Edge shook his head slowly. “David. Davi’s cock. David.”

Syd squinched his face. “Is that his name?” He leaned in farther. “And what if they, you know, fuck. I mean shit, man, how would a cock feel in your butthole?”

Edge squirmed on his seat. His heart slammed against his chest.

Syd stuck out his tongue. “Yuk. In there where stuff is supposed to go the other way?”

Edge drained his glass.

“And I’ve seen Gareth’s dong. Shit, he’s hung. What must that other guy be like? Probably has an asshole like the Central Train Station.” He snorted beer through his nose again.

Zeke shushed him. “Come on, man.”

Edge shoved a hand in his pocket. Could barely get it past his throbbing cock. He grabbed a handful of bills and threw them on the table. “Gotta go.”

Zeke looked up at him. “Okay, man. Give me a few seconds. I need to pay my part.”

“Nah. I gotta go by myself.”

“But I drove. Don’t you remember?”

“S’okay. I gotta go. I’ll get back—later. ’Kay?” He staggered a few steps backward. “See ya, mates.”

Zeke looked at Syd and Bernie. “Wait, I can’t just let him go like this. He’s drunk.”

Bernie shook his head. “Nah, he’s okay.”

“Yeh. I’m okay.” He smiled and ran out the door of the restaurant into the cool night air. Whoa. It hit him like a damp blanket, and his stomach turned. No. No. Have to make it. He headed down the sidewalk. Twice he had to stop and sit on the curb. The second time, he jumped up fast when a cop car slowed down across the street. Just drink the air like it’s water and sober up. They don’t need a drunk. No drunk. One quick stop at Starbucks for a black coffee, and he plowed up the hill.

It was just dark when he crept up on the cottage, warm lights shining through the curtains. Warm. Yeh. He took one big, deep-assed breath and mounted the front porch. Hand raised, he paused. C’mon, mate. You need to do it. Maybe you’ll be sorry. Maybe not. But now you’ve got an idea what you’re missing and you can’t unring a bell. He rapped on the door.

The sound of footsteps inside made his heart beat fast. The door opened slowly, and David’s pretty face looked out with some suspicion on his face. “Hi.”

He swallowed. “Hi.”

“Did you want to come in?”

“Yeh. Thank you.”

David stepped back and let Edge cross in front. He walked into the entry, then went the few extra steps into the living room. Gareth sat on the couch. The big television was on to some kind of movie with a lot of shooting, although Gareth stared at Edge.

Edge tried to smile. “Whatcha watching?”

“Die Hard with a Vengeance.”

“Oh yeh, I loved that one. Jeremy Irons, right?”

Gareth nodded.

David passed by him and sat beside Gareth. He cocked his head. “Would you like to sit down?”

“Okay.” He flopped into one of those really comfortable chairs with flowers on them. “I had dinner in town.”

Gareth said, “Oh?”

“Yeh, with Zeke and Syd and Bernie.”

“How are they?”

“Good. Uh, okay. I told them how I fucked things up with your father.” He swallowed.

Gareth shrugged. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s actually good since I had to tell the old man sometime. This way it was like pulling off the bandage really fast. It hurt but not long. I really wanted to come to Santa Barbara anyway. Now I can go next semester and not waste any more time before I get my degree.”

Edge frowned and breathed in slowly. “Was it wasting time, playing?”

“No, Edge.” Gareth crossed his arms. “But going forward would be a waste. I can’t go home. I won’t be able to play on the team. I’ll try out for volleyball at Santa Barbara.”

“Wish I could play there.”

Gareth’s eyes widened. “Uh, you do?”

Shit, why had he said that? “Oh I love this part.” He pointed at the TV. Jeremy Irons walked beside the trucks in his tank top, looking all Prussian and slithery. “Jesus, who knew Jeremy Irons could be so sexy? Man.”

Silence except for the dialogue in the movie. Edge looked up. Both Gareth and David stared at him like he’d grown another head. “What?”

David cocked a half smile. “Who are you and what have you done with Edge?”

He stared at his hands.

“Would you like a drink?”

“Nah. I already had too much booze.”

“I’ve got ginger ale.”

“Hey, that’d be great.”

He and Gareth stared fixedly at the TV while David clattered dishes in the kitchen. He returned with a tray carrying a ginger ale with ice and lots of bubbles, two beers, and some dip with chips. Edge hadn’t eaten much of his dinner, so he started to reach and then pulled back.

David waved a graceful hand. “Dig in.”

The dip was some mix of green stuff and cheese and tasted great. He shoved a couple of laden chips into his mouth and followed with a swig of soda. The ginger soothed his stomach straight away.

David looked really relaxed, but Gareth kept fidgeting on the couch. Suddenly Gareth leaned forward and waved his hands. “So what are you doing here? You left before acting like we’d never see you again. What the hell’s up?”

David smiled. “You’ve been thinking, right?”

“Yeh.”

“Anything you’d like to share?”

He watched the bubbles in his glass. Too many to count. Bursting on the surface and gone like so many moments wasted. “I never thanked you for that ace blowjob, mate.”

David sucked in a little breath. His pretty lips parted; then he collapsed forward laughing. “Oh my God. You’re amazing.”

“I am? Amazing good or amazing bad?”

David kept chuckling. “Amazing unique, and I think that’s good.”

Gareth wasn’t laughing. “So what do you want, Edge?”

The words fell out. “I don’t want to lose you.” Wow, he knew truth when he heard it.

“Okay, but what does that look like? I’ll be a gay man living in the United States, I hope somewhere near David.” He glanced at David with naked affection. “You and I can still be friends, provided you never say another nasty homophobic thing to David or anyone else in my hearing, but we’ll be thousands of miles apart. We can text, direct message, Facebook. But it’s not like hanging out.”

The heaviness of that fact weighed him down, and he wiped a hand over his face. “Yeh. I know.”

“Shit, man.” Gareth got up and went over to sit on the arm of the chair next to Edge. He wrapped his arms around him and squeezed. “I’ll miss you.”

Never in the last eighteen or so years had Edge ever cried—or at least not since his father had swiped him upside the head for tearing up over Bambi, and once outside the window listening to Gareth and David fuck. But he couldn’t stop. Tears dripped down his cheeks. “Never really had another friend.” He heard a sniffle and looked up. David sat with his knees pulled to his chest and water running down his face. “You okay, Davy?” He raised his eyes to Gareth. “Look after your man, there, mate.”

David cried harder. Gareth looked torn and finally grabbed Edge’s arm and pulled him to the couch, where he wrapped his other arm around David. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

David swiped at his red nose. “You guys are breaking my heart. I can’t come between you.”

Gareth gave him a little shake. “You’re not coming between anyone. I care about you.” He sucked in his breath. “Hell, man, I love you. Edge and I have a different thing. I love him too, but it’s like—you know, kind of different.”

Well shit, that made him want to cry harder. He snuffed.

Gareth looked at him. “Jesus, I love you both, okay?”




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

IS IT okay? David stared at the two men, both so beautiful—and so confused. If he opened his mouth, would he wreck his own future? Gareth just said he loved David. Yeah, I’m pretty damned sure I love him back. I can show Edge to the door and take Gareth to bed. But then he’d always wonder if Gareth really loved him more than Edge. And Edge? He’d almost certainly revert. Hell, it was so much easier to just go along with what society wanted. Okay, bucko, what do you really want? Why does the idea of all those arms to hold me send my cock into orbit? He sighed. “Edge, do you love Gareth?”

“Sure. He’s my mate.”

“Bullshit. If he was just your mate, you’d be on a plane to Sydney right now.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“The truth.”

Edge stared up at Gareth.

David’s heart lurched but he nodded. “Go on, do it. Don’t wait another lifetime.”

Gareth looked down at him. “You sure, love?”

Was he? “It’s a way to know. Hell, I sucked his cock, but who doesn’t like a blowjob? Kissing is another matter. More intimate. More gay.”

Edge’s eyes widened. “Kissing?”

David shrugged. Way more casual than he felt. “You and I did it, but it was in the heat of the moment. This is different. It’s Gareth. If you hate it, we never talk about it again, okay?” He grinned and sang, “I kissed a boy and I liked it.” He pushed Gareth’s head closer to Edge. The question is, will I like it?

Edge looked terrified but interested.

Gareth reached out a hand and gently persuaded Edge closer to his waiting mouth. Edge’s hands clenched into fists, but he didn’t resist.

David’s eyes glued to the spot in the universe where their lips were—about—to—meet—Close. Closer. Touch. Sprong! His cock practically leaped from his jeans. He could feel the kiss on his lips.

Gareth pressed harder against Edge’s nearly closed mouth. His tongue moved back and forth against Edge’s lips, stroking like a kitty cat. David touched his own mouth as shivers ran down his spine to his balls. He might be gay, but he’d never been kinky. No whips, chains, or threesomes. Why had he never known the idea of watching two guys kiss could be so hot?

Edge made a noise. Like an mmfft. It turned to a moan. Beneath Gareth’s questing mouth, Edge’s lips parted. Holy crap. His arms wrapped around Gareth, and he pressed against him as if one kiss could make up for a life full of yearning.

Gareth pulled away but didn’t let go of Edge’s head. He leaned down toward David and smiled. Want in? his eyes said. Well, fuck yeah. David sat up and captured Gareth’s mouth, getting a taste of Edge along with a feast of Gareth. Gareth’s lips were warm, soft, and sweet with kissing. When he lifted his head, he pushed Edge toward David, and the big guy seemed willing. Oh, right. They’d done this once before. David grinned. Okay. Wow.

He accepted Edge’s tentatively seeking, now-sanctioned tongue into his mouth. Jesus, the guy was seriously hot. Easy to see why Gareth dreamed about him all those years.

He kissed more deeply and Edge, bless his little homophobic heart, kissed back. Gareth grabbed David’s hair and pulled him back. “Shit, you two are driving me over the edge. Pun intended.” He kissed Edge wildly, then David, sharing heat and saliva. David’s cock throbbed as his mouth ate from Gareth’s lips and then Edge’s until he couldn’t tell one from the other. Same heat, same taste.

Too good. Needed to be better. David crawled over Gareth’s lap until he sat on Edge’s. He scooted forward until their bulges pressed together. Before Edge could make a sound, David crushed his mouth down in a hot kiss, while he waved a hand toward Gareth. Gareth got the message, and David felt Gareth’s big cock jam against his butt, but oh my, that dick did not feel covered. Gareth’s weight pushed David even farther forward, and he rutted his hips against Edge’s. The big hot rod trying to squeeze between his asscheeks spurred him on.

Edge ripped his mouth from David’s. “Holy shit. Yes!” He wrapped his hands around David’s hips, must have found Gareth’s, and seemed to be trying to wrap around both of them, while his hips managed to thrust up against David despite the weight of a water buffalo on his lap. Well, maybe a baby buffalo.

David laughed. “You like this?”

Edge didn’t reply. Just kept humping.

“Say yes and you might get more.”

“Oh crap.”

Gareth leaned his chin on David’s shoulder. “Want to poke your cock in an ass, Edge?”

Edge froze. David just kept riding him because the heat coming off that bulge could have incinerated Pompeii.

“You’ll love it. Hot, tight. The best you’ve ever had.”

“Oh shit.”

“Yeh. You want it. Anybody’d be crazy not to.” Gareth disappeared behind David. David felt hands pulling him off Edge’s lap. Before he could breathe, Gareth had his jeans to his ankles. “Step out, baby.” He stepped. “Where are condoms?”

David pointed to the side table. His breath came faster than his brain could work. Should I—? Will he—?

Gareth was a man possessed. He grabbed the condoms and lube and started pulling the jeans off Edge. Edge leaned his head back on the couch with an arm over his eyes, but he didn’t try to stop Gareth. Hell no. If he regretted later, he’d be able to say it was all Gareth and David’s fault. Shit, that was okay.

The jeans dropped to the floor, revealing boxer briefs that had to be about to rip from the size of that swollen cock. Man, no way Gareth could take that in his ass. Sigh. Has to be me. His butthole clenched. Yeah, big sacrifice.

Gareth slipped a condom on Edge and started lubing it, while David shoved more lube in his ass. Better make that the whole bottle.

This was so happening. Saliva literally flowed in his mouth, his balls tingled and butt throbbed.

Gareth caught David’s eyes. His pupils were dilated and his breath, together with Edge’s and David’s, sounded like the 1812 Overture. He kind of cocked his head. David nodded back—and climbed onto Edge’s lap backward, his butt waggling in front of Edge’s wide eyes. “Edge. Watch.”

Edge lifted his arm and then his head. He looked wary but so turned on he could have been on drugs.

Gareth pointed toward where David’s butthole now approached Edge’s big cock. “You need to see this.”

David turned his head and stared in Edge’s deep blue eyes. “I want you to know exactly what’s happening. Got it? Watch!”

Edge’s eyes snapped down. David rose on his haunches and positioned the huge head at his pucker. Oooh, feels good already. Slowly, he lowered. Edge’s cock pushed. Pressure. More. More. Pop. In it went, and David gasped.

Gareth grabbed his arm. “Are you okay, love?”

“Shit yes.”

Edge stared wildly. His mouth opened.

David grinned. “Watch it go in.” He lowered his body, the stretch and burn so painful it seared into pleasure. “Oh man, he’s so big.”

Gareth breathed in his ear. “Too much?”

“Just right.”

Edge wailed, “Holy crap, I’ll say. Jesus H!”

David rammed his butt down harder and squealed like a little girl as every nerve in his prostate lit up like the return of July Fourth and New Year’s.

“Oh my God, more. Please.”

David established a rhythm and began to post.

Gareth kissed his neck and shoulders. “Oh man. Oh God.”

David kissed his lips. “Get that cock up here.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Cock in my mouth.”

“Oh baby.”

Thumping ensued as David rode Edge and the man went from moaning to shrieking. “Oh crap. Love this. Love it. Want to fuck you forever.”

David didn’t know what to say, but since Gareth’s cock was shoved between his lips, it didn’t matter. Holy shit, how could he love this so much? He sucked and fucked like a machine, totally controlling the pleasure of both men. Power filled his gut—and love exploded in his heart. Love. Amazing.

Edge had tears on his cheeks. “Oh David, gonna come. Don’t want to, but oh God.”

David released Gareth’s cock and looked over his shoulder at Edge. “Come, baby. We can do this all night. But look at me. You’re fucking a man and loving it. That doesn’t make you gay, but it sure as hell makes you bisexual. So get it, embrace it, and love it.”

Edge stared deep into David’s eyes. “I got it, mate. And fuck, I love it. Give me a chance and I’ll prove it.”

“You’re on.” David grinned.

Edge looked to David’s left at Gareth. “Give me your cock, mate. It’ll distract me. Keep me from coming for a bit.”

Gareth was gasping. “You sure?”

“Fuck yeah. I dreamed about it.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeh. Since I was little.”

Gareth made a gargling sound and jumped on the couch beside Edge. It took some maneuvering, but they got Gareth’s dick aligned with Edge’s lips. Craning his neck to watch practically made David forget to fuck. What an eye feast. Gareth was almost as big as Edge in the penis department, and seeing that thing push between Edge’s carved lips almost made David come—but only almost. Edge licked tentatively, then sucked it in, the look on his face somewhere between horror and wonder. He opened wider. David could feel Gareth trying to control himself and not shove to the center of the earth.

Get back to fucking. He closed his eyes and rose and fell, the girth of Edge’s rod filling him more than he’d ever been filled. Sweet Jesus, this just fit him. If he’d ever thought about it, he’d have assumed he’d be jealous or icked out. Instead, every fiber in him felt—satisfied and safe. Oh shit, and on fire. Waves of heat washed into his balls and the things started contracting into raisins. “Hurry. Not long for me.”

Gareth ripped his cock from Edge’s lips. “Concentrate.” He shoved it back into David’s mouth and, happy as a born ménage lover, David danced on Edge’s cock while he sucked Gareth’s juice and exploded in screaming jets of cum all over Gareth’s shirt. “Ummmmmpf!” Blast one almost blacked him out. Then hot spunk hit the back of his throat, and he exploded in joy as he swallowed and swallowed through two more waves of orgasm. Somewhere far off, he heard Edge screaming.

David collapsed onto Edge, and Gareth fell onto the couch beside them. Whoa. Amazing. He listened to his breathing slow and felt Edge’s heart hammering against his back. Okay, what now? Giant Goliath homophobe just fucked a man.

He felt shaking and scooted back until he could turn sideways across Edge’s lap. Edge had his hand over his face.

“Edge?”

Edge raised his hand and laughter poured out of him. Hmmm. That could be a good thing. His laughing slowed and turned into a grin, giant dimples flashing. “Crikey, that was bloody great.”

David laughed. This was the giant that had frightened him so? No, this was the giant that had saved him. It was like fears dissolved in that laughter. The fear of caring again. The fear of loving again. The fear of letting life take him where it wanted to go.

Poof.

Yeah, that was him. Pouf.

David stood and held out his hands to them. “Why don’t we go see if my bed can handle three men, two of whom are demonstrations that they grow them big down under?”

Gareth rose slowly, moaning. “Could just sleep right there.”

“You’d be sorry tomorrow.”

Gareth halfway tucked his cock into loose jeans and shuffled barefooted toward the bedroom. Edge stood, looking shell-shocked but not unhappy. His very relaxed cock stuck out under the hem of his stained jersey.

David pointed. “See what I mean? Big down under.”

Edge snorted and let David lead him to the bedroom. After some quiet ablutions, where David tried to find two unused toothbrushes, they all ended up sitting against the headboard with, strangely enough, David in the middle. If someone took their picture, it could be a movie poster for awkwardness.

David leaped up onto his knees and turned to face them. “Okay, here’s the thing. Edge, you don’t have to feel weird about having gay sex, because man, what we just did is a whole lot kinkier. I mean, how many people do you know who have really had a three-way? Seriously.” He laughed. “And personally, I loved it. I actually loved it. I’m up for more if you are.”

Gareth looked at Edge. Edge looked at Gareth.

David snorted. “Jesus, you two, you’ve been dreaming about fucking each other most of your lives, right? Gareth, how old were you the first time you jacked off thinking of Edge?”

He grinned. “Twelve.”

“Edge, what about you?”

“Older. I was fifteen the first time I came in the shower staring at Gareth’s naked ass. I had to turn against the wall and pretend to be having a coughing fit to keep my mates from seeing. Jesus, they thought I had whooping cough.”

“Okay. Now fucking each other is going to be tough, because you’re both huge and unprepped.”

Gareth shook his head. “Nah. I can take it.”

David raised an eyebrow. “You have no idea.”

“Oh come on, little man. You’re not so scrawny down under yourself.”

Edge cleared his throat. “Uh, you mean I should, uh, fuck Gareth’s ass?”

“That’s the discussion on the table.” David folded his arms. “What’s your thought?”

Edge shook his head.

Maybe the guy isn’t ready for this?

He looked up at Gareth. “If you make all my dreams come true, how can I leave?”

And maybe he is.

Gareth took hold of Edge’s forearms. “You’ll come back. We’ll have lots more time to fuck—and anything else you want to do.”

Edge gazed back and forth between Gareth and David. “Will it hurt you? Like David said, I’m big.”

Gareth flashed a cheeky grin. “Quit bragging. Yeah, David’s got my ass so loosened up, I think I’m ready.”

“So he fucks you?” He looked surprised.

“We fuck each other.”

“Could somebody fuck me?”

David raised a hand. “Whoa, boy. Let’s take on the Americans before you try the Brazilians.”

Edge cocked his head.

Gareth said, “He means you need to be stretched before it would feel good.”

“But if I fuck you, I don’t want to leave David out.”

Tears sprang to David’s eyes, and he blinked them back. Not the moment to be a sentimental ninny. “No worries, mate. I’ll have my dick so far down Gareth’s throat, I’ll tickle his tonsils. Then next time, I’ll fuck you.” Shit, when Edge got back to Australia, would there be a next time?

Gareth popped up onto his hands and knees. “Let’s do doggy so I can suck more easily.”

David smiled at Edge’s wide eyes. “That means you’ll really do the deed this time. You have to get it in there and ride him. Are you up for it?”

Edge nodded. His dick stood straight up against his body.

David laughed. “Somebody knows what he wants.” He grabbed the lube and condoms from the nightstand.

“Don’t really need a condom.” Edge stared at Gareth’s ass.

“It’s better for a while. Later, we can all try bareback.”

Gareth peered back at them. “Can we bring this tutorial to a close and get some fucking done? My cock is more than interested.”

David started shoving lube into Gareth’s butt with first one finger and then two.

“Oh yeah.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Edge kind of giggled.

David pointed. “That’s the spot. Go for it.”

With a look of intense concentration, Edge placed his cockhead against Gareth’s hole and thrust his hips forward. The pucker turned white, but nothing else happened. Edge looked at David.

“Takes work. Try again.”

His next big shove just managed to push Gareth off his knees.

David grabbed Gareth’s arm. “Turn over.”

Gareth flipped until he was facing up. He reached for his legs and pulled them beside his ears.

“Holy shit!” Edge stared.

David pointed. “Use your body weight.”

“I’ll hurt him.”

“Fuck me!”

“Okay.” He positioned, took a breath, and pressed his big, lean body down. In it popped and plowed a couple inches of furrow into Gareth before he managed to stop. “It worked.”

David laughed. Gareth moaned.

David leaned over him. “Are you okay?”

“Oh shit, yes.”

“Good?”

“Fuck me. Fuck me.”

Edge pulled out, then pushed back in, his face a mask of realization and amazement. “That’s great. I love it like this because I can see his face so clearly. Shit, you’re bloody gorgeous. And you feel like heaven. Hotter than hell, but still like heaven.”

“Poetry, my friend, but get busy!”

Edge fucked with more precision, and Gareth grabbed David’s cock and led him on his knees to his side. He looked up at David and smiled. “I love you.” Without waiting for an answer, he wrapped his lips around David’s dick and hummed.

Really, it was a stupid thing for Gareth to say. He was twenty-two years old. He’d known David for a week. His whole life had just tilted on its axis and everything in his future would change. David still recoiled from violence and had to learn to trust again. His time with Gareth hadn’t been reality. What about all the daily annoyances that tore people apart? And they were experimenting with a threesome, for crap’s sake. That wasn’t real life. Yes, those were the facts. He thrust his cock into the deep, white heat of Gareth Marshall and smiled. “I love you too.”




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“WHAT TIME is your flight?” Gareth’s voice sounded strained.

Edge looked over at Gareth in the driver’s seat. From the back, David saw the sadness. Hell, it practically reeked from his pores. “Ten. Nine fifty, actually.”

“Fly all night.”

“Yeh. Home tomorrow.” He looked toward his hotel, but his lashes fluttered.

“You’ll come back soon?”

Edge sighed and didn’t cover it well. “Don’t know. The schedule for the exhibition matches is mostly in Europe. You know. Plus, I may not find a partner in time to play, so I might not go at all.”

David wiped at his own eyes. He should be glad. When Edge left, he and Gareth could find real footing for their relationship. Yeah, but after two days of outrageous bliss, it was pretty fucking hard to get to glad. “If you can’t come here, Gareth and I will find a way to come to you.”

“Promise?” He looked so young and vulnerable when he said that.

“Yes, absolutely.” Man, he should have crossed his fingers. With the gallery and Gareth’s school and volleyball, how the hell would they find the time and money to go to Europe?

“Guess I better go in.”

Gareth reached across the console and gave Edge a hug. David tried to lean over the seat to do the same. Very damned unsatisfying. He’d taken yesterday off, and the three of them had spent it mostly in bed, finding new ways to fuck, suck, and otherwise get each other off. He’d had a ridiculous amount of fun, but now he had to grow up. Didn’t he?

“Wish I could hug you both out there.”

Gareth kind of grimaced. “Somebody from the team would surely see you. That’s how the Cosmic Joker works, right?”

“Yeh. And I guess I should care.”

David pushed open the back door. “Fuck. You don’t have to care about those assholes.”

Edge stared out the door, smiled, and stepped out into the afternoon heat. He scooped David in his arms and swung him around. “I love ya, mate.”

“Love you too.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you back.”

“What for?”

Gareth came up beside Edge.

David said, “For so many things. For saving me from Phil. And for making me brave. I’ll never look at the world the same way again.”

Gareth wrapped an arm around Edge. “Me too. You’ve made everything better.”

“Least I could do.” Edge smiled, though a world of sorrow shone in the deep blue eyes. “So we’ll see each other when we can.”

David nodded, but the tears pushed so hard at his throat, he couldn’t make sound come out.

Edge wrapped them both in a group hug. “I do love you.”

Somehow, that didn’t seem like it was just meant for Gareth.

Edge turned suddenly and walked fast to the hotel.

Gareth made a sound in his throat, and David wiped at his cheeks. Gareth held the car door for David and then walked to the driver’s side. They drove in silence.

When they got back to Laguna, Gareth said, “Where to?”

“I guess I better check at the gallery.”

“Okay. I’ll drop you off.”

“No. Go into the structure. I’ll walk with you.”

He pulled into the low parking building on Glenneyre and parked, then glanced at David. “You seem really sad to see Edge go.”

“I am.”

“May I ask why?”

What did Gareth want to hear? Hell, what was the truth? “I care about him. For him.”

Gareth nodded. “Can you be happy with me?”

“You mean, do I need two cocks to be satisfied?”

He shrugged and gave a half grin. “Yeh. I guess that’s what I mean. Or maybe two men.” He took a breath. “You really seemed to enjoy it.”

“So did you.”

“I guess part of the reason I did was because you did.”

“Hey, back atcha. I saw that you loved Edge. Wanted him. I wanted you to have what makes you happy.”

Gareth’s smile looked strained. “Is this like that ‘Gift of the Magi’ thing where she cuts her hair to buy him a watch chain and he sells his watch to buy combs?”

David cocked his head. “No. I don’t think so. I think it’s about us three. We fit. I can’t imagine sharing you with someone else. Hell, I’d scratch his eyes out.” He touched Gareth’s face. “But I’m happy with you. You’re not only enough for me, you’re more than I could ever imagine having.”

Gareth nodded. “I feel the same.” He leaned over and kissed David very gently. After all the wild sex, that gentle touch of lips sealed so many deals.

They got out of the car and walked hand in hand to Forest Avenue. As they got close to the gallery, Gareth stopped. “I think I’ll go stroll on the beach for a few minutes while you check in, okay? Then we’ll get some dinner before we go home.”

Home. That had a good sound. “Great. I’ll call when I’m done, or just come back.”

Gareth smiled and strode toward the beach with that graceful, confident walk. Man, what a catch.

In the gallery, JJ was ringing up some customers at the counter. David waved and walked straight to the back room. He stopped and rested his forehead against the coolness of the company refrigerator. He wanted to feel great about everything. He just didn’t.

“David?”

He looked up and smiled at JJ. “Hi, dear. How’s business?”

“Booming. More important, how are you?”

“Weird.”

“So it would seem. Tell Mama JJ everything.”

“Edge left. Or rather, he’s leaving.” He glanced at his watch. “In a few hours.”

“Edge? Goliath of the potty mouth and the perfect butt? And we care about his leaving because—?” He waved his hand.

David looked up through his lashes. “Because I’ve been fucking him for two solid days?”

“What the hell? What are you talking about? What about Gareth?”

“Him too.”

“You’re—what—no?”

“Yep. Threesome city. And man, was it great.”

“You of the one true love school of romance?”

“I know. Stupid and crazy. But I miss him already. He’s sweet and thoughtful and like a big teddy bear.”

“Uh, yes, if the teddy bear happened to be in Hitler Youth.”

“No, honest. You’d actually love him.” Yes, JJ would love him. So would everyone David knew if they got to know him. “Oh, I don’t know what to do. I’m so happy with Gareth, but—”

“David!” Gareth’s voice came from the front of the shop.

David ran out, and Gareth grabbed him. “If Edge could stay, would you want it? Seriously?”

“What? But he’s not a citizen and getting into this country right now is so hard and—”

“Yes or no?”

JJ yelled, “Yes, he says yes.”

David looked at JJ and said the dumbest thing ever. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. I know that heart.” JJ pointed at David’s chest and grinned.

David smiled at Gareth. “Yes!”

“Let’s go.” They ran toward the parking garage.

By the time they’d braved one and one-half hours of bloody fucking LA traffic, they found a short-term spot on the LAX parking garage and ran like orcs toward the security gates. Gareth had his phone in hand and David heard him yelling, “Come to the security line. We’ll be on the other side. They won’t let us in.”

When they ran up to security, Edge’s shining hair showed above all the people. No way they could get close enough to talk. David waved at Edge and gestured for him to come back into the terminal.

Edge pointed at his watch and shook his head. No time to go through security again.

Gareth redialed Edge. David could see his teammates closing around him. Gareth put it on speaker. “Edge, Parker says he’s sure he can get you a scholarship to Santa Barbara to play volleyball. Do you really want to go to school here?”

Silence.

David said, “I know it’s a lot. So much change at once. But even if your family doesn’t want to support you, between me and Gareth’s folks, we can get you through your last year. Meanwhile, you can apply for citizenship. Hell, one of us will marry you if that’s the best way to get you in.”

“You—you want me to stay?”

“Hell yes.” David swallowed. “I know, it seems like it makes more sense for me to have him by myself, and if it was anyone else, I would. But I think this is the way it’s supposed to be. I know it’s weird and kinky and not like real life—but I think it is our life.”

“Oh God, David.”

His turn to be quiet. “I love you, Edge. We love you.”

Across the sea of people milling through the security line, Edge’s smile shone like a beacon. He turned to his mates, and the phone went dead.

David and Gareth stared at each other.

Suddenly, like a great antelope or maybe a giraffe, this huge golden figure came running through the security checkpoint, his bags in hand. The bags got tossed as he reached them. He grabbed Gareth and kissed him. People nearby gasped. Yeah, well, not that much M/M kissing for public consumption.

Then Edge released Gareth and grabbed David. He swung him and planted a giant kiss right on his lips. David laughed. “That should keep them talking for the next generation! Let’s go home.”

As they walked arm in arm from the airport, David beamed. He looked forward to the day he could tell their children the story of David—and Gareth—and Goliath.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

By Tara Lain

 

 

Renowned artist Rodney Mansfield stands five-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.




Chapter One

 

 

“HEY, BRADY! Get your pansy ass over here.” Loud, grating laughter followed the slur. Clearly Mr. Bigmouth thought he was funny.

Rodney Mansfield glanced toward the fire station as he sauntered past. Saunter. Funny word. Actually stalk was more accurate. But the object of his stalking wasn’t in sight. Just that bigmouthed asshole called Mick. Yeah. He’d been around before on Rod’s strolls. The guy got on his last nerve.

Sigh. No Hunter. The line of carefully assembled fire gear—pants inside boots, other paraphernalia stacked alongside—looked serious and ready. Shoot. Where was he? This was usually his shift, or so it seemed based on stalking evidence.

One more minute, then he had to go. He paused. Try for elaborately casual, darling. Nothing. No Hunter. Shit. Had to get back to the festival.

Rod took off at a run up Laguna Canyon Road and covered the couple of blocks in a few seconds.

“Hi, darling.” He waggled fingers at the attendant as he pressed through the turnstile. Once on the festival grounds, he maneuvered through the crowds. Some serious art patrons and lots of tourists were crowded around the high, slanted walls of displays that edged an open lawn of tables and chairs. The festival was an art fairyland after the busy traffic on the road outside.

“Rod! Who’s minding the store?”

He skidded to a stop before rounding the corner of the wall of art. Heidi was waving from her stall. Loved her stuff. Really gorgeous jewelry. He fingered the six gold hoops in his ear, many of which were Heidi’s creations. “Hi, darling. Kiss, kiss.” He smooched the air in her direction on the other side of the lawn. “Jerry’s watching it for me. I just had to pee.” A couple of art patrons’ heads turned toward him. Okay, maybe TMI. A failing of his. He looked at Heidi, who grinned. He shrugged. “Gotta get back before he gives away my best portrait.” He waggled his fingers. “LOL, dear. See ya.”

He started to jog and then stopped himself. Okay, Rodster, slow down before you run into someone. David was always telling him to just ease up a little and he’d live longer, but hell, who wanted to live longer if you couldn’t live fast? He laughed and sped up.

He cleared one of the rows of art displays and turned to cut over to the next and saw…. His heart stopped beating. Holy shit. He dove behind the wall. Here. He was here!

While Rod had been wasting time stalking, the object of his obsession was standing in front of Rod’s booth talking to Jerry. Oh God, beautiful. At least six foot two, with dark brown hair and wide, light eyes, the man was a walking work of art. But he was with a woman.

Rod had never seen Hunter with a woman. Of course, firefighters didn’t often invite their girlfriends to hang out at the station, so Rod wouldn’t necessarily have seen her while making his forays past the fire department.

He sighed. He’d kind of hoped. Of course, hoping was fucking stupid. Why would somebody like Hunter Fallon be interested in a little pipsqueak like Rodney Mansfield? Why would the most gorgeous human on the planet want to cozy up to the Runtback of Notre Dame?

But what could Mr. Gorgeous be saying to Jerry? Rod cut around the display and came up to the spot on the other side of the wall that backed against his own booth, beside the wall of “Roman’s” art. Rodney Mansfield. Aka Roman. Painter of huge, semi-impressionistic nudes of magnificent men. Yeah, yeah, he saw the irony in a miniature human painting huge nudes of gorgeous guys. Freud would’ve had a field day with him.

Maybe he could hear if he just oozed around the corner a little. He scooted closer and picked up a copy of the art show program. Turning his back, he pretended to read while sneaking toward his display.

Bingo. He heard that soft, low voice he sometimes caught on his walks past the fire station. Shivers. Oh God, the man was sex on a stick.

“That’s the most beautiful brushwork I’ve ever seen. It looks like oil rather than acrylic. Is it?”

OMG, Hunter liked his painting. Passing out was an option. Rod fluttered the program.

Jerry giggled. The surfer dude voice rang out, and Rod cringed. “Shit, man, I don’t know oil from vinegar. I don’t paint this. It’s Roman. I’m not Roman. I’m just watching the booth for him for a few, man. Hang around and you can meet him. They’re really pretty, aren’t they? I mean, these guys’ asses are radical. I’ll tell you a secret, man. I even posed for a couple, but not this one. Don’t know who this dude is, ya know, but ya wanna buy it?”

Shit. Rod wanted to rush around the corner. He loved Jerry, but sometimes the guy just didn’t think real clearly. Maybe a few too many drugs in childhood. But Rod couldn’t interrupt. What would he do if he met Hunter face-to-face? Faint city.

A pretty female voice said, “Darling, you should pose for this artist. He’s the only painter I’ve ever seen who could do justice to your beauty.”

Rod’s heart skipped. Paint Hunter? Jesus. And the woman called him “darling.” Shit! But of course Rod called everyone darling, so maybe it didn’t mean anything. Maybe.

That melodious voice laughed. “Give me a break, kid. Don’t let the guys hear you calling me beautiful. Us manly men are handsome or nothing.”

Jerry chimed in. “Hey, man, I think you’re beautiful too. Or, uh, handsome.”

Oh, Jerry, you don’t think.

After a pause, Hunter said, “Uh, thanks. Look, if the artist comes back, just tell him I’m a new fan and I think his work is brilliant.”

“Sure, man. No problem.”

Rod let out a breath and leaned against the wall. A fan. The guy is a fan. He thinks my work is brilliant. OMG.

“Hey, Rodney, what you doing?” His friend Harry was walking by.

Rod waved the program. “Just checking the exhibitors.”

Harry laughed as he continued moving. “You ought to know that by heart.”

Yeah. He did. He took another deep breath and walked around the corner to his booth. “Hey, Jerry. Sorry I took so long.”

“Oh my God, oh my God, Rod, you missed it, man. The most beautiful guy on two feet. I’ve never seen anyone like him. Fuck, man, I wanted to hold him down and lick him all over. Oh, Rod, this guy is so great. I tried to keep him here so you could see him. I gotta see him again, I just gotta.”

Rod held up a hand. “Okay, I get it. You liked some guy.” Shit, Jerry never got excited about much.

“Not just some guy, Rod. This guy was, like, heaven, man.”

“Was he gay?” Might as well keep pretending.

Jerry looked like someone killed his puppy. “Nah, he had a chick with him. Really pretty. Damn, why are all the good ones straight?”

“I think straight women say, ‘Why are all the good ones gay?’”

Jerry slumped on the tall stool, then brightened as apparently a thought struck. “Maybe I could turn him?”

Rod had to laugh. “You don’t usually like to work that hard. You think he’ll consider being gay for you?”

“Oh man, dude, it would be so worth it. This guy is special.”

Rod adjusted the cards on the small plant stand beneath his paintings and glanced at Jerry. Talk about your gorgeous guys. Jerry had streaked blond hair to his shoulders surrounding an effortlessly beautiful face with full lips, wide eyes, and a cute, turned-up nose. The classic boy next door gone surfer dude. He wasn’t exactly an intellectual giant, but no one cared. Jerry was warm and fun. Friendly and unchallenging. He was great, and Rod enjoyed having him around. Yeah, and Jerry had even made him some money. Two paintings of Jerry in the buff had gone for top dollar. “Hey, darling, I owe you for booth sitting for me. Can I take you to dinner tomorrow?”

Jerry unfolded himself from the high stool. “Man, you don’t have to do anything for me. You know you help me out so much.”

“Indulge me, darling.”

“Okay, yeah. That’d be great.”

“We’ll go over to the Mexican place you like.”

“Cooool. See ya tomorrow.” Jerry ambled through the knots of people toward the festival’s exit.

“Great, Jerry. Yeah.” Rod turned back to the guest book and ran his fingers over Hunter Fallon’s signature. Did he have time to walk past the fire station before karate tonight?

 

 

BIRD’S TAIL. Single whip. Wave hands like clouds. Single whip. High pat on horse. Hunter is gorgeous. Concentrate, Rod. Kick left heel. Push down. Who was that woman? Never saw him with a woman before. Pay attention. Needle at the sea bottom. What an ass. Flash, turn, deflect, cross hands, close. Shit.

He peeked up from his palms-together position. Master Chen’s frown relaxed, his forehead smoothing. “Now that we are focused from our Tai Chi”—he flicked a glance at Rodney—“Rodney, will you lead us through the katas? Please give our new students special attention.”

Rod glanced at the two new guys in the back row. Wow, one was cute. He bowed low. “Yes, sensei.” He started through the prescribed forms, and the twenty or so students followed him while Master Chen observed. He might be old, but Chen was still a master in every respect. He let Rod lead the class in all but the new material, but nobody better sell him short. Though short he was, two inches shorter than Rod’s five foot six.

But Chen could take down the biggest tyrants, which inspired Rod, though they couldn’t be more different. Chen’s smooth black hair was cut short to his head, and he wore clothing to match. Rod had bleached his hair white—streaked with pink this week—wore gold and silver hoops down both ears, and, when he wasn’t in a gi, favored a touch of purple and gold. He knew he and Chen looked funny together in the class, but Rod always said contrast made for great art.

Once the students were moving through their forms, he went to the back of the group, where the two new men were having a go. A short, stocky young guy in bike shorts and a tank top flailed about like a bad imitation of martial arts movies. Crouching tiger, hidden raccoon. Beside him, the cutie patootie moved his tall, lean body, dressed in a gi with a brown belt, through a series of forms close enough to the katas they practiced that Rod could leave him alone for a while. He grinned at the tall guy, who gave him a big smile back. Cu-tie. He turned his attention back to the flailing rodent. “Okay, let’s get organized.”

After fifteen minutes, during which he knew Chen and the cute guy were trying hard not to laugh, Rod managed to get the overenthusiastic recruit under control enough that he might not hurt himself or others. Rod walked to the front of the room and ran through the practice the students needed to do at home. Everyone sat to listen to a short discussion with Master Chen, and then class was over.

Man, warm. Maybe a cool drinkie before he went home. He waved at the students as they filed out and started pulling clothes from his gym bag.

A voice came from beside the front door. “Hey, is that guy who was teaching us a fag or what?” The voice had to be the flailing raccoon, because Rod didn’t recognize it.

Silence, during which his heart beat fast, but he kept sorting through his clothing just to see what would happen.

A voice he recognized as one of his more alpha male students rang out. “His hair may be pink, but his belt is black. I’d be real careful what I said to Rodney Mansfield.”

“Hey, no offense meant.” The raccoon sounded worried.

The other guy laughed. “It’s not me you have to convince.”

The voices faded out the door. Shit. Little pipsqueak. Of course, not his fault, really. Rod had learned a long time ago that since people were going to assume he was gay anyway, he might as well flaunt it. Get there first. He wondered if the guy had the balls to come back to class.

He stripped off his top and folded it into his gym bag. His favorite bright purple David Bowie T-shirt would be a better weight for the warm night.

“My, aren’t we fit.”

What? Oh, cute new guy. Rod turned to let Mr. Patootie get a good look at his muscled abs. He might not have much to show, but what he had was purr-fect. “I try to stay in shape.”

“You succeed.”

Hmm. Was he flirting?

The guy had a lopsided grin below gold wire-rimmed glasses that made him look smart and cute. “I’m Bill, by the way. Bill Abraham.”

They shook hands. The guy’s palm was big and warm. “Rod Mansfield. You did well. Have you studied long?” He pulled the T-shirt over his head.

“About three years. I just moved here from Northern California, and I heard about your studio. Thought I’d give it a try.” Another lopsided grin. “And you didn’t have to put on the T-shirt for my sake.”

Okay, full-on flirting. Kind of nice. “Figured I’d give the world a break. You live in Laguna?”

“Yeah, I got a little place down in South Laguna. I’m from Berkeley, and I decided if I had to live in Orange County, it better be in the one gay-friendly town.”

Rod stuck out a hip, planted his fist on it, and lisped. “What? You thought I might know something about that?”

Bill delivered a sheepish smile. “I don’t want to be presumptuous.”

“Yeah, yeah, I don’t exactly have straight alpha male stamped on my chest.”

“And a very pretty chest it is.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

“Will it get you to have dinner with me sometime this week? Friday?”

Hmm. The guy seemed nice enough. Shit, why was he hesitating? Afraid a date would cut into his mooning-over-Hunter time? “Friday’s a really busy night at the festival. I should be there.”

“Festival? Oh, like, the art thing?”

That was a strike. “Yes, I’m a painter. What do you do?”

“I’m a professor of mathematics at UC Irvine. They offered me a great position, or I’d never have left Berkeley.”

“I can’t add eight and nine.”

“Let’s start at one plus one. How about Thursday?” Again the eye crinkles. Definitely cute.

“Okay. I’ll find someone to watch my booth.”

“Great. How about Rick’s at eight o’clock?”

“I’ll meet you there, but you better give me a cellie ’cause life is unpredictable.” He pulled out his phone.

Bill took it and keyed in a number. “See? It all adds up.”
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Rand McIntyre settles for good enough. He loves his small California ranch, raising horses, and teaching riding to the kids he adores—but having kids of his own and someone to love means coming out, and that would jeopardize everything he’s built. Then, despite his terror of flying, he goes on a holiday to Hana, Hawaii, with his parents and meets the dark and mysterious Kai Kealoha, a genuine Hawaiian cowboy. Rand takes to Kai’s kid brother and sister as much as he drools over Kai, but the guy sports more prickles than a horned toad and more secrets than the exotic land he comes from.

Kai’s earned his privacy and lives to protect his “kids.” He ought to stay away from the big, handsome cowboy for everyone’s sake—but since the guy’s just a haole on a short vacation, how much damage can he do? When all of Kai’s worst fears and Rand’s darkest nightmares come true at once, there’s not much chance for two cowboys who can’t—or won’t—come out.
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An Aloysius Tale

 

When Killian Barth, history professor, meets Blaine Genneau, quantum physicist, they ignite their own big bang. But Killian can’t pursue a physics professor—or a human. As the most powerful male witch in ten generations, Killian must bolster his dying race by reproducing—despite the fact that he’s gay.

Even a fling with Blaine is out of the question, because Killian has been told sex with humans drains his power. But if that’s true, why can young human Jimmy Janx dissolve spoons with the power of his mind? If Killian can sort through the lies he’s been fed, he’ll still face his biggest obstacle—convincing rational scientist Blaine to believe in magic.

With his ancient and powerful cat familiar, Aloysius, on his shoulder, Killian brings the lightning against deceit and greed to save Blaine from danger and prove love is the greatest power of them all.
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He'll marry the maid to get $50 million but a secret could queer the deal.

 

Taylor Fitzgerald needs a last-minute bride.

On the eve of his twenty-fifth birthday, the billionaire’s son discovers that despite being gay, he must marry a woman before midnight or lose a fifty-million-dollar inheritance. So he hightails it to Las Vegas… where he meets the beautiful maid Ally May.

There’s just one rather significant problem: Ally is actually Alessandro Macias, son of a tough Brazilian hotel magnate. But if Ally keeps pretending to be a girl for a little while longer, is there a chance they might discover this marriage is tailor-made?
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A Love in Laguna Novel

 

How can you be twenty-five and not know you’re gay? Billy Ballew runs from that question. A high school dropout, barely able to read until he taught himself, Billy’s life is driven by his need to help support his parents as a construction worker, put his sisters through college, coach his Little League team, and not think about being a three-time loser in the engagement department. Being terrified of taking tests keeps Billy from getting the contractor’s license he so desires, and fear of his mother’s judgment blinds Billy to what could make him truly happy.

Then, in preparation for his sister’s big wedding, Billy meets Shaz—Chase Phillips—a rising-star celebrity stylist who defines the word gay. To Shaz, Billy embodies everything he’s ever wanted—stalwart, honest, brave—but even if Billy turns out to be gay, he could never endure the censure he’d get for being with a queen like Shaz. How can two men with so little in common find a way to be together? Can the Stylist of the Year end up with the Knight of Ocean Avenue?
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A Love in Laguna Novel

 

Jim Carney has a full-time job—running from himself. Since he walked out on his wealthy family at sixteen because he’d wrecked his best friend’s life over some yaoi graphic novels, Jim has lived a macho, blue-collar existence of too much booze and too little responsibility. Then Billy Ballew, the man Jim most admires, gives Jim a chance to come through as his construction supervisor. For once, Jim is determined to make someone proud. Then Jim goes in for a physical for his new job, and his yaoi dream comes to life in the form of cardiologist Ken Tanaka. Jim discovers he has two heart problems—a wonky mitral valve and a serious attraction to his doctor. But Ken is a major player, and Jim might be just a notch on the doc's stethoscope. To Ken, Jim is unforgettable—but the living embodiment of his traditional family’s worst nightmares. How come the minute Jim decides to be responsible, he finds himself taking care of his kid brother, getting a proposal from a wealthy woman, making a deal with the devil, and winding up in the hospital—when all he really wants is the Knave of Broken Hearts?
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