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Bleu Balls

 

By Tara Lain

A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Double trouble. The McMillan twins, Robin and Bobby, are renowned for their talents—both as fine artists and for thrilling the various men who catch their eyes. As different in style and personality as their DNA is identical, they’re nonetheless best friends who divide and conquer, with Robin doing the serious painting and Bobby adding the sunny salesmanship.

But when their most important client decides Bobby must wield the paintbrush, the brothers revert to childhood tactics and switch places. Then along comes Micah, a handsome doctor who’s attracted to Bobby but invites Robin out to try to please his homophobic brother, and Paolo, the pain-in-the-butt client who thinks he’s wooing Bobby when he’s actually after Robin. Paolo harbors his own hidden pain that weirdly intersects with Robin’s, but pride and privacy conspire to produce what will either be a masterpiece—or end up as Dogs Playing Poker.






To all the readers who read Snow Balls and came back to me and

said, “What about the twins? Do they get a story?”

I’m thrilled to say they do, and thank you for nudging them to tell it.

 






Chapter One

 

 

“SWEET JESUS, you two are amazing!”

Robin McMillan stared up at the older guy his brother had lured from the bar of their favorite club into the back room for a three-way. Lured might be overstating. The man practically polished the floor with his tongue, he was so anxious to take Bobby up on his horny invitation. After all, Bobby and Robin McMillan—aka Double Trouble—were pretty well known around Laguna for showing lucky men who caught their fancy a uniquely good time. Bobby usually did the seducing, and Robin went along to protect his twin and because it was way better than his hand.

But now this handsome silver-haired dude hammered his nicely proportioned and tightly condomed cock into Bobby’s ass, and Bobby just hung over the arm of the couch and let him do it. Not a sound. Bobby usually made enough noise for two cats and a couple of highway-patrol sirens. He also usually provided the “sweet nothings” small talk with the guys he picked up. He sure as fuck knew better than to let Robin do it.

Robin raised a foot onto the seat of the chair next to him to get a better angle on their ménage partner’s butt. Robin might be bad at sweet-talking, but he was good at fucking.

“Oh yes, Jesus, just like that. Oh God. Oh God.” The man shivered each time Robin’s dick connected with his gland, and he drove farther into Bobby’s waiting behind. Still no sound from Bobby. Wonder what’s wrong?

Robin reached and touched his twin’s back. Uh-oh. Clammy and sweating. Is Bobby sick? With double vigor, Robin pounded until the guy quit trying to fuck with any finesse. He just popped little rabbit screws to massage his own cock while Robin assailed his prostate.

“Oh God! Oh God! Don’t stop. Jesus. Jesus.”

“Come for me.” Robin used his silky command voice.

That seemed to do the trick. The guy threw his head back and howled as Robin slid perfectly over the spot once more, then backed off to let him enjoy the high. Robin didn’t bother to come. Bobby could always find them another hookup. Right now he needed to get this done and check on Bobby.

The man—Robin never caught his name—collapsed over Bobby’s back. Robin gave him a two count, then pulled him back to standing and held the man against his chest. Robin wasn’t the huggy type, but he wanted to keep the guy from landing on Bobby. His brother pulled up his pants and tucked in his shirt, but he kind of stumbled when he did it.

Finally, their mutual play toy managed to open his eyes and raise his head. “Sweet Jesus, that was one for the record books. I’ve never done a three-way before. My God, thank you.” He looked into Robin’s face. “Did you come? I was so out there I didn’t notice.”

Robin nodded as he pulled up his black jeans and tucked himself in, still half-hard. “No worries. But I think my brother’s tired. I need to get him home.”

“Oh sure. Sorry.” The man looked toward Bobby, who managed to quirk his sweet smile, but no way his heart was in it. Damn. Normally he’d be gushing and cooing.

Their new friend pulled up his pants and tucked in his shirt, and when he’d gotten the whole business thing together, he grabbed his suit coat from the back of the chair where he’d thrown it. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a card. “You two are truly unforgettable. This is a tough time for me, and you just made me forget my worries in a big way. If I can ever do anything for you, just call me, okay?”

Robin took the card and tucked it in his pocket. He needed to get Bobby home without insulting their friend. Not that he cared much about being rude, but Bobby would hate it. “We will.”

“Seriously. Everyone in my business knows I’m gay, so you don’t have to protect my reputation or anything.”

Bobby waggled a finger and pulled out some dimples. “Ah, but do they know you consort with Double Trouble?”

The man smiled, which crinkled some nice lines around his eyes. “Bobby, you’re the best kind of trouble. Now get some rest.”

Bobby leaned over and kissed the man’s cheek. “Thank you. I’m a little tired.”

“Couldn’t have proved it by me, Beautiful. You boys take care of yourselves.”

Robin stepped up to his brother and threw an arm around his shoulders.

The man shook his head. “My God, it’s hard to see at a casual glance since you dress really differently, but you two are so alike it’s scary.”

Robin managed a half smile. “Trust me, only our DNA.”

Bobby waggled his fingers as the two of them maneuvered out the door of the club’s back room, where they’d set up their impromptu liaison. Robin dodged the guys in the hall and maneuvered Bobby toward the back door that led most directly to the parking lot. He looked at his twin. Shiny, and not in a good way. “You okay?”

“Feel really bad. It came on suddenly.”

“I figured if you skipped an orgasm, you must be under the weather. Let’s get you home, pump some vitamin C into you, and put you to bed.” He crossed the busy lot, still guiding Bobby around his shoulders.

“Yeah. Just need some sleep. Big day tomorrow.” Bobby leaned heavily on him.

“If you say so.”

“Robin, this could be it. The one. The commission that makes it all work.”

Shit, Bobby could make sunshine out of pee. Robin got in his side, started the car, and they rode quietly for a few minutes. Bobby lay with his head against the seatback, eyes closed, mascaraed lashes fanning his cheeks. “Robin?”

“Ummm?”

“I don’t want to do that anymore.”

“What?”

“No more hookups and one-nighters. I want a real boyfriend.”

“I know, dear.” Robin sighed. Bobby said this whenever he got melancholy. Fortunately, horny trumped melancholy every time.

“You don’t believe me?”

Robin stopped at the Main Beach light. “I do, but you were the one who hooked us up with what’s-his-name back there, not me.”

“His name’s Harold.”

Robin’s hands froze on the wheel, and he shuddered.

Bobby rolled his head back and forth on the seat. “No, no. I’m wrong. His name’s Howard, not Harold. Howard. I remember because he’s an architect. You know, like Howard Roark?” They’d read Ayn Rand’s book under the covers together when they were twelve, swooning over the hero and confirming their family’s horrified suspicions that the boys played for the wrong team. Their parents had tried to love them anyway, thanks to the wise counseling of their mother’s brother. Robin swallowed hard.

Good old Uncle Harold was so good, nobody in the family ever believed anything bad about him. Stumble on the lawn? Must have been a gopher hole. Slur his words? Just tired. How many times had Robin been sent to Uncle Harold’s as a little kid only to spend the weekend dragging him out of bars, holding his head over the toilet, and covering him while he fought off imaginary insects? Nobody in the family knew or admitted Harold was a drunk—except Robin. Anytime Harold asked for Bobby to come visit, Robin stepped in and took his place. No way he’d let Bobby go there. That was Robin’s job.

Bobby wiped a hand over his face. “Yummy Howard Roark. I want to be Dominique Francon.”

Robin turned left from Pacific Coast Highway and up the hill toward their apartment. “There’re just too many temptations for your little pink body to resist.”

Bobby’s voice sounded oddly serious. “But I want to resist. I need to grow up. I don’t want to be an aging twink.”

“You’re twenty-four.”

“And soon I’ll be twenty-five.”

Robin glanced at Bobby. “We’ll be twenty-five. Would you leave me abandoned in the world with my dick hanging out all alone?”

“You should settle down too.”

“I’m not the type.”

“You were willing to give up the others if JJ said yes.”

That still hurt. “Who knows if I would have remained faithful? Besides, there’s only one JJ.”

Bobby nodded. “The queen who looks like a quarterback.”

Robin had never stood a real chance with JJ, especially after he’d gotten one look at Ryan Star. JJ was too kind and good—more like Bobby. He’d never have gone for Robin long. Too depressing to think about. Yeah, so he thought about it all the time.

He turned the Prius into the carport behind their hillside Laguna apartment and climbed out to help Bobby. He took care of Bobby without even thinking. Always had, no matter what.

Bobby looked up at him with those big blue eyes that matched his personality so well—and so totally didn’t match Robin’s. “Please take me seriously.”

“Look, if you want a steady boyfriend, I’ll go out and hit one over the head for you with my club and drag him back to our lair.”

Bobby leaned his head on Robin’s shoulder as they walked into their place. “Too exhausting tonight. Do it tomorrow after the interview. Have to sleep. So important.”

Robin half dragged Bobby to his bedroom, plied him with a heaping teaspoon of powdered vitamin C in water, stripped him, tucked him in, and turned off his lights. He wandered toward their living room, flopped on the couch, and rested his head in his hands.

It looked like he took care of Bobby. Had since they were small children. Their parents always said that Robin was the oldest by five minutes so he was responsible. But if anything happened to Bobby, Robin wanted to throw up. It was like the light went out of the world. The time Bobby’d fallen out of that damned tree because he tried to follow Robin up it, Robin ran to their bedroom, crawled under his covers, and trembled for hours. He’ll be better in the morning.

Robin collapsed on his side and pretended he was dead.

 

 

“NOOOO. COME ON, dammit. Get out of bed. There’s no fucking way I’m doing this.” Robin ripped the comforter off Bobby, glared at the slim, bare backside that looked remarkably like his own, then yanked on Bobby’s limp arm.

“Mmmmfft.” Bobby obviously had enough strength to pull his arm back—hard. “Too sick. Leave me alone.”

“Robert McMillan, you had enough energy to fuck an architect. You can’t be too sick.”

“Am.”

“Fucking shit!” Robin threw his arms over his head, then crumpled forward into a hunch. “Can’t do this. Can’t. It’s not our deal. I paint. You market. Can’t. Nooooo.” He shook his head and made the moaning sounds coming from his mouth as pitiful as possible.

Bobby rolled to face Robin, pulling the covers back over himself. He slapped a hand against his mouth and burped, then panted. Okay, he looked awful. Even his platinum spikes had wilted to dead stalks of straw. “I’ll barf on the prospective clients. I was throwing up half the night. You can’t be worse than that.”

“Wanna bet? I hate clients, prospective or otherwise. You know that.”

“If we get this commission, it could make the whole year work. We wouldn’t have to scrape for the rent.”

Robin flopped in the chair beside his brother’s bed. “If we got it, which we won’t if I go, it would overlap with the Sawdust. That’s where we make most of our money.”

Bobby’s usually pink skin looked greenish. “Yes, and where I do most of the selling, which I’ll do again this year while you paint. You’re better than me anyway.”

“Not true.”

“You know it is. You got all the tortured-soul talent while I got the sunny salesmanship.” He burped.

Robin raked the midnight curtain of hair from his face. “Which is why you have to go today, Bobby. I just can’t, please.”

“If I could go, I’d never ask you. You know that.”

Shit. Yes, he did know that. “You know how to hurt me.”

“Of course. We have identical DNA, darling.” He pulled the comforter tighter. “If we get it, you don’t have to take a single cooking job all year.”

Robin wrapped his hands behind his head and sank onto his knees. “If I never have to cook another meal, it’ll be fine with me.”

“But you’re so good at it.” Bobby belched unbecomingly. Not something he’d ever do if he could help it. “Please, don’t mention food.”

“Gladly.” Weirdly, the main thing his grandmother had bequeathed to him was an amazing proficiency in the kitchen. All those years helping her pull shit from the oven, feeling punished because he wasn’t “man” enough to go outside with the boys. Bobby hadn’t cared. He’d been happy petting the kitties and made friends despite already being “different” at five and six. Robin hated every fucking asshole who’d tormented him. Plus Bobby never had to spend a weekend with Uncle Harold. Yeah, Robin had made sure of that.

“Get this commission and we can both pick and choose what we do for the rest of the year.” Bobby slapped a hand to his mouth. “Oh God, gonna barf again.” He leaped from the bed and ran naked into the bathroom.

Robin grabbed the wool afghan from the back of the chair, walked into Bobby’s narrow en suite, and wrapped the afghan around the shoulders of his twin, who was painting the toilet in vomit. Robin leaned against the sink. “We can’t pick and choose when we’ll be breaking our backs on a scaffold for months.”

Bobby popped an arm against the cabinet and rested his head on it. “Robin, either do it or don’t. I haven’t got the strength to argue with you.”

Robin sighed. When Bobby ran out of patience with him, it was over. His brother had boundless energy and a true heart of gold, and only on rare occasions did Robin stretch him to breaking. This appeared to be one of those times. If he refused to go do the thing he hated most in life—and that was saying something since he hated a lot of things—it wasn’t just his own future he was messing with. It was his brother’s too. He might not give a shit about 99.9 percent of the humans on the planet, but Bobby he loved. “I’ll go, but I’ll fuck it up and you don’t get to say shit about it, got it?”

Bobby dropped his head in the bowl and barfed.






Chapter Two

 

 

“UH, MR. McMillan, how good to see you.” Valerie Etheridge, their agent, closed her car door, beeped her lock, and stared at him like she’d seen a snake.

“Sorry, Bobby’s too sick to stand. You’re stuck with me.” He looked up at the modern high-rise building across the street from the parking lot where they stood, then back at the attractive, well-dressed fortyish woman. “So what’s the shot, darling?”

“Shot? Oh, the presentation is to the building owner and two of his largest tenants, somebody from an architectural firm and a sportswear company. They’ve already seen the contenders and have narrowed it down to three, I understand. You’re one of them.”

“Who else?”

“John Bean, I heard via the grapevine. The other is from out of state, but I don’t know who.”

Robin pulled at the fucking suit jacket Bobby had made him wear with his jeans. Well, not made him, since he was barfing at the time, but told him to wear. “Bean’s good.”

“For this kind of grand ‘art in public places’ project, you’re much better.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Okay, let’s get it over with.” He clicked the lock on the Prius he and Bobby shared. Since they lived and worked in Laguna, they walked most places and didn’t need two cars.

Valerie’s Manolos clicked on the concrete as they hurried across the street to the building entrance. He glanced down. “Nice shoes.”

“Thanks.”

Maybe he should wear them. His feet felt like lead weights. “What do you think they’ll ask?”

“Probably your vision for the mural, something like that. Uh, you do have one, right?”

“Yeah, more or less.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll do most of the talking. Just be yourself.”

“Darling, with me, that’s never a good idea.”

She stopped walking. “Robin, do you want me to tell them you’re both sick?”

“That would queer our chances of winning, right? You should pardon the pun.”

“I could do my best to present on my own, but I’m not a painter, and I have no idea what you have in mind for that wall.” She pushed open the door to the lobby of the building, and he followed her inside the huge, cool expanse. The ceilings soared at least three stories up, with ultramodern chandeliers hanging at either end, and between them, like the most perfect canvas ever invented, was a big bare wall. She extended an arm. “That wall.”

Colors flashed in his mind, and his right hand twitched. “Oh my.”

She smiled. “I’d better get you while you’re lusting. Come on.”

His art hard-on vanished by the elevator entrance. “I hate this shit.”

“You want this commission. Breathe.” They stepped in, and the doors closed.

“Maybe I’m sick too.” His stomach pitched like they were sailing a boat to the top floor.

She ignored him and stared at the blinking numbers as the elevator rose. Good thing there weren’t any windows. Otherwise leaping would be an option.

The door opened directly into a reception room. No fucking escape. Valerie walked straight to the receptionist’s desk, which sat out in the middle of a big open space with windows staring over all of Irvine on both sides. Freeways and boring buildings. Not much to see once you left the ocean. Of course, there was a thin strip of blue at the top of the view. What the fuck was he doing here? He needed to go home to Laguna and never leave it again.

Valerie came up beside him. “We can sit. They’ll be a couple minutes.” He turned toward the leather bench. She put a hand on his arm. Her voice was low. “Uh, unless you want to maybe visit the restroom. A little less eyeliner?”

The hell she said. His eyes narrowed. “I dress and act any way I choose. And if they don’t like it or you don’t like it, get some other boy.”

Her fingers tightened on his arm. The woman had balls. “I’m sorry, but Bobby always tones it down a little for new clients. I just thought—”

“If you thought I was Bobby, you’re in for a world of disappointment.”

Her eyes met his. Balls of steel. “You came here, so I assumed you wanted the job.”

He stared back, but she didn’t drop her gaze. He snatched his arm away. “Shit.” He glanced at the woman at the desk. “Excuse me, is the restroom nearby?”

The young woman smiled and nodded toward the wall opposite the elevator lobby.

He glared at Valerie and crossed to the bathroom. Inside he stalked up to the urinal, peed a few nerves out, and then approached the sink, trying not to look in the mirror. What he saw there might eat him. A quick wash and dry. He sighed and looked up.

The face that stared back always made him shiver. His one concession to the meeting had been pulling his pitch-black mane back into a ponytail. Of course that just managed to show off his five earrings. His eyes, the ones offending Valerie, looked like chips of the Mediterranean in a black oval. He should get fucking black contacts so everything could be black. Those crappy blue eyes always offended him—or at least they had since he was seven. His skin shone as white as the porcelain sink—he made sure of that with an inch or so of powder. Even his lips were white. He liked to think of it as a death mask. Something from a horror show. But the fucking fact was, that face was too much like Bobby’s—too pretty—to be what he wanted it to be. He didn’t have the balls to debauch himself enough to really look like death. Fucking coward.

He grabbed a paper towel, wet it, and dabbed at the black eyeliner, then wiped the powder from his lips. The natural pink of his skin, so much like Bobby’s, glistened like Little Bo fucking Peep. With a yank, he snatched the skull stud from his nose and pulled out his tongue stud, then inched up his shirt collar—make that Bobby’s shirt collar—so it covered the tat on his neck. That’s all the bitch would get. For Bobby. Only for Bobby. Enough.

After tossing the towel, he swung back out into the lobby and found Valerie standing, looking anxious. “They’re ready for us.”

“Yeah, well, I’m ready for them.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

The receptionist led the way down a hall toward some double doors. As they approached, the door opened and John Bean walked out with a man who was better dressed than John. Probably his agent. Robin nodded. “Hey, John.”

“Shit, Robin, what are you doing here?”

Valerie glanced toward the still-open door to the conference room. “Mr. McMillan is a finalist as well, Mr. Bean.”

John grinned over his white goatee. “Yeah, but Robin never talks to people. Only paintbrushes. Where’s Bobby?”

Robin shrugged. “Barfing, last time I checked.”

“Well, good luck, son. I was worried, but I feel better now.” He laughed and ambled down the hall with his agent trailing.

Robin frowned. “The bastard.”

Valerie nodded toward the door and widened her eyes. She walked in and he followed.

The two men and one woman sitting at the conference table probably heard what they’d said in the hall. First clue? The older man and the woman were trying not to bust a gut. The other man looked like he’d swallowed something sour, which was a pure, fucking shame, because that was one of the sweetest damned faces Robin had ever seen. Of course, he should talk.

The older guy at the head of the table, who seemed to be in charge, said, “Thank you for coming. I’m Hyer Anson. Please, take a seat.”

Robin pulled out a chair and glanced across at the disapproving man. Oh yeah, so conservative and uptight he must shove lemons up his ass, but Jesus, what a picture. Perfection.

Anson passed cards to him and Valerie. Valerie pushed her card back. Robin ignored them. His fingers itched to paint that face. The man’s hair was almost black. Not Asian ink, but close, and just as perfectly stick straight as a Chinese movie star. His face defined unique. Some amazing mix of Greek architecture and Scandinavian winter with this dash of the totally unexpected, like maybe a tiny bit of Asian had seeped into the mix. Fair and dewy as a rose petal, but with this hint of the East stirred in. If you didn’t count the expression. Lighten up, asshole.

“Mr. McMillan?”

“What?” He looked up and found all eyes on him except for the beautiful man. “Sorry. Easily distracted.”

Anson glanced toward pretty puss and then nodded toward the African American woman sitting next to him. “This is Georgia Wyatt, one of our largest tenants. Her sportswear line is an important brand around the world.”

Robin nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen your stuff in Laguna. It’s great.”

She smiled, flashing even white teeth. “Thank you. I’ve seen your stuff, and I think it’s pretty great too.”

“Thanks.” He looked over at the other man, who was pointedly staring at a spot on the table. What was up his ass?

Anson said, “This is Paolo Lind. His architectural firm designed this building and is its largest tenant.”

Robin stared right at the man. “Cool.”

Lind nodded but said nothing. He glanced up, met Robin’s gaze for an electric instant, and then shifted away. Ridiculous that a man so gorgeous should be such an asshole.

Anson said, “So, Ms. Etheridge, show us what you brought.”

Valerie stood her tablet on the table and began scrolling through photos of their projects. “As you’ll see, the McMillan brothers have the scope and grandeur to handle a project of this size but still maintain a contemporary, even leading-edge look. No kitsch that murals tend to fall into because the artist doesn’t know what to do in that large a work.”

She was doing a good job. Robin tried to listen, but his gaze kept drifting to the architectural masterpiece across the table.

She pulled out a portfolio of drawings and sketches to give them a sense of the immediacy of their work. “You can see the boldness of line and form.”

The architect stared at Robin’s portfolio with a slight crease between his dark, arched brows. Suddenly he looked up. “Excuse me, but we’ve already seen their work for others. Do you have a design to show us or not?”

Valerie paused for a fraction of a second too long, but then she dove in. “Mr. Lind, to do a design for a project of this size would require many, many hours of time—all on speculation. My clients are sought-after artists.”

Lind pushed the portfolio across the wide, slick table. “So are all the people we’re considering for this project. Obviously, your clients must not value the commission.”

Well, shit. Robin grabbed the portfolio. At the back were some sketches, and he ripped one from the plastic sleeve that held it. He turned it over and pulled three markers from his pocket—he didn’t leave home without them. Bold lines flowed across the paper as he drew. He glanced up at Lind, who stared at Robin’s moving hand. “So tell me. Do you design a lot of buildings on spec, darling?” Lind scowled at him. Robin looked back at the drawing and took his thumb, wet it, and smudged some of the lines. “Yeah, no, right? Because all you have to sell is your design talent. Just like me. This building we’re sitting in is a really good design. Not the best I’ve ever seen, but really good for Orange County. You need a mural that reflects that design, and you’re a good enough architect to know with one glance that I’m that guy.”

He kept drawing, slashing lines and swirling in flashes of golden yellow, but the main theme was blue, baby. With a sneer, he slid the abstract, wild, free creation across the table and stood up. “You can keep this, because no matter who else you hire, they can’t begin to do what my brother and I can do. But you’ll fuck up your building because, for whatever reason, after an acquaintance of thirty seconds, you don’t like me. Maybe you don’t like gay guys in eyeliner. Maybe you’re just an asshole. Hell, you want reasons to dislike me? You should get to know me. I can give you a boatload of reasons, but not liking my earrings is a pretty dumbass basis on which to choose an artist, and you, of all people, should know that.” He leaned over, signed the drawing with a flourish, flicked his fingers, and made the paper jump. “Good luck with your building.”

He crossed the conference room and walked out just as the sportswear chick yelled, “You tell ’em, cutie.”

 

 

ROBIN TIPTOED across the living room of the apartment. He didn’t want to wake Bobby. Yeah, right. Didn’t want to tell him that he’d fucked up their big chance. He pushed open the door to his own room. Sanctuary. His king-sized bed dominated the back wall, with about a hundred cushions of every pattern and color. Funny. In all his sexual exploits, nobody ever got to that bed. Off-limits. One of his own paintings, an abstract in softer shades of green, gray, and blue than he usually chose, hung above the bed. He and Bobby had picked the apartment because of the view and because it was advertised as having “twin master suites.” The irony wasn’t lost on them.

He stalked into his closet and pulled off Bobby’s suit coat, trying not to damage it. But shit, he wanted that fucker gone. The jeans came next, and then the dress shirt, and he hung the whole thing on a good hanger. Some older, softer black jeans that fit like second skin and an old paint-spattered T-shirt felt a lot more normal—to the extent that he was ever normal.

Hungry. He should make some soup for Bobby. He should make some penicillin for Bobby. Fucking hell. But he had zero energy, so he flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

“Robin?”

Crap. He propped up on his elbows and looked at the pale and wan creature standing in his bedroom door wearing a pink chenille bathrobe. Robin sighed. “I was trying not to wake you.”

“What happened?”

“I—” Shit, he didn’t want to tell him while he was sick. “I thought Valerie did a good job.”

Bobby staggered over and sat on the edge of the bed, propping his head in his hand and resting it on his knee. “Good. She really is brighter than you give her credit for.”

Valerie? Yes. Robin? No.

“Who was there?”

“Uh, the building owner and two of his tenants.”

“So what did you show?”

“Hey, let’s get you back to bed and I’ll make you some soup. Okay?”

He sighed. “Yeah, thanks. I feel like crap warmed over.”


“Come on.” He got up and put one arm around Bobby. They had the exact same body type—small, slim, willowy. Robin managed a tiny bit more muscle, but it only accounted for an extra pound or two. Bobby must’ve felt awful, because he was leaning on Robin as they walked. “So when will we know? When are they making a decision?”

“Uh, I didn’t ask?”

Bobby’s smooth forehead wrinkled under the platinum bangs. “Well, I’m sure Valerie must have. She’s very professional.”

“She’ll probably call.” Just not in this life. Robin edged Bobby back to the bed. “How are you feeling, darling? Maybe we should think of taking you to the doctor.”

He shook his head. “Not much to do for a virus but wait it out. Try to sleep.”

Robin put his hand on Bobby’s forehead. Clammy. “I think we should be sure there’s nothing bacterial going on.”

“That would be convenient. At least they could cure it.” He toppled over to the side. “So tell me more about the meeting.”

Change the subject. He stood up. “I’m calling Dr. Brown.”

“Okay.”

Bobby must be sick if he wasn’t fighting. “Come on, let’s get you back under the covers.” He pulled the comforter over his shivering brother, then grabbed his cell and left the room to make the call.

Dr. Brown’s receptionist said to bring the sick boy over, so he bundled Bobby into some sweats—pink, of course—and breathed a sigh that his brother seemed too out of it to ask any more questions about the interview. But when Bobby got curious again, what in hell was he going to say?






Chapter Three

 

 

BOBBY SHIVERED and squirmed on the examining table. It felt like a year he’d been sitting there freezing. So cold. Robin had brought the afghan, and he pulled it tighter around himself.

He hadn’t worn a watch. It was a wonder he’d worn clothes. Well, had worn clothes. Past tense. Now he sat there shivering in a couple of paper gowns that barely covered the necessities—and very nice necessities they were, if he did say so.

The door opened and a nurse stuck her head in. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. McMillan. But we’re working you in, you understand.”

He nodded and jammed his teeth together to keep them from chattering. She’d already taken his temperature and blood pressure and weighed him. Now he was just waiting for whatever came next—which might be critical care, the way he felt. “I’ve never had to undress for the flu before.” His teeth clicked.

“We’ve had some cases lately with a lot of body aches and swollen glands. Dr. Brown will want to check those.”

Bobby nodded.

“Poor dear. You do look like you feel awful. Dr. Brown will be right in.” Her head popped out and the door closed.

Good old Dr. Brown had been his and Robin’s doctor for two years. The guy was probably in his seventies, but they both liked that nothing really fazed him. Bobby had even come in when his butthole got irritated after one particularly wild weekend, and Dr. B. had just given him some liquid lavender to drop into a carrier oil. He’d been better in a couple of days and back up to his old tricks. In fact, they both used the lavender mixture now before they had sex. Sex. Jeez, even that didn’t sound good to him, and that never happened.

He flopped over on his side with his legs still hanging off the table and closed his eyes. Death warmed over. Drifting felt good. He needed to get better and call Valerie. Had to know if they got the commission. But not right now.

He sighed.

“Did you die while waiting for me?”

The voice didn’t sound like Dr. B.’s up-from-the-projects drawl at all. Slowly Bobby opened his eyes and caught a glimpse of the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. He sat up fast, got light-headed, and fell back onto the table, closing his eyes against the suddenly blinding light.

“Oh dear.” Two strong hands gripped his feet and slid them up where a table extension magically appeared.

“Sorry. Sat up too fast.” Bobby flopped an arm over his eyes.

“Just lie still.” Deep, warm, and distinctly cultured, like ivy grew all over his voice.

Bobby breathed, then slowly lifted his arm and opened his eyes. “Uh, you’re not Dr. Brown.”

“Ah, but I am.” The man—who couldn’t be more than twentysomething and clearly modeled for Jay-Z in his spare time—grinned, and craterous dimples appeared in what were otherwise lean cheeks. “I’m simply not the Dr. Brown you were expecting.”

Bobby let out a long sigh and sat up. “You sure aren’t.” His gaze clung to that startling face, all shiny skin, short-clipped black hair, and most startling of all, light hazel eyes.

“I’m Micah Brown. The Dr. Brown you were expecting is my father, and he’s cutting back his practice time and letting me take over some of his workload. Hope you don’t mind.” He pulled the afghan down and placed his stethoscope against Bobby’s back. “Breathe.”

Bobby inhaled, coughed, then tried to smile, though every move hurt his head. “Sorry. Just assure me you actually have a license and don’t just play a doctor on TV.”

Brown laughed, a deep rumbly sound Bobby wanted to hear through that stethoscope. “Breathe.”

Bobby inhaled and exhaled, trying desperately not to cough.

“Yep, I’ve got a degree or two and even belong to the AMA.” He hooked the device around his neck and started feeling Bobby’s upper chest with cool, gentle fingers.

Oh my. Earlier, sex hadn’t even interested Bobby. Now? Well, he might make an exception in the case of Dr. Micah Brown. Dear God, the doc was so close, Bobby could lick him. Of course, that might not be covered by his PPO.

“Does this hurt?” Dr. Brown pressed against the glands under Bobby’s ears.

“Yes, some.”

“Are you nauseated?”

“I was and barfed my way through last night, but that seems to be somewhat better. I assume I have a fever.”

“Yep. A hundred and one.”

“Just freezing.” He wrapped the afghan tighter. Maybe he could suggest the nice doctor keep him warm?

“Lie down, please.”

Easier said. Two pieces of paper towel didn’t quite do the job—he was, after all, well-hung for a small guy—but he managed to stretch out and still keep his dick undercover. Of course his goose bumps had goose bumps, and he couldn’t stop shaking. The doc took a blanket—not his afghan—and wrapped it around his shoulders, which felt good, then pulled it up above his belly and lowered the paper cover so far his trimmed pubes had to be showing. Oh dear. He hadn’t bleached in the past few days, so his patch might have dark roots.

The doc pressed down on his abdomen. “Hurt?”

“Kind of a full bladder—I waited for a while—but otherwise not too bad. Mostly, I ache all over.” He snuggled the blanket tighter. “And I’m freezing.”

The doc’s strong fingers probed in ticklish places under the edge of the paper cover. Bobby giggled, and Dr. Brown gave him a grin. The tickles zinged through his groin like electric fireflies. Uh, apparently that dick he thought had died and not gone to heaven was springing back to life at a most inconvenient time. Bobby sucked a breath. Down, boy. Still, the pressing of Senor Cockapotamus against the paper cover suggested his enthusiasm wasn’t remaining entirely clandestine. Bobby glanced at the doctor as the paper cover bounced and rose. No change of expression on that handsome face.

Dr. Brown straightened up and looked down at Bobby. “Flu.”

“Uh, I kind of guessed that.” He shifted so his dick wasn’t quite so prominent.

“Yes.” He stripped off his gloves. “But now we’ve ruled out a boatload of other stuff.”

“That’s good, I guess.” He pulled the blanket over him both to keep warm and hide the still not totally flaccid situation. “I was hoping for something you could cure.”

“You in a hurry?”

“Yeah. My brother and I have the chance of a big contract, but I’m the one who usually does the client contact. Leaving human interaction to my brother? Never a good plan.”

“I’ll step out while you get dressed. Then we can discuss how to accelerate recovery, okay?” He smiled. What a sweetie.

Bobby watched Dr. Brown exit the exam room. Hard to tell under the white lab coat, but it appeared his ass stacked up to the rest of the mythical gorgeousness. Wow. What would it be like to have that kind of boyfriend? A doctor. Handsome and kind and—settled. He sighed, slid off the exam table, and hurriedly dragged on his pink sweats, exposing as little bare skin to the air as possible. Wrapping the blanket around him again, he perched on the edge of the table.

A couple of minutes later, Dr. Brown walked back in the room with his eyes wide. “Uh, I gather that’s your brother in the waiting room?”

“Does he look like someone who’s awaiting an imminent attack from the hounds of hell?”

Brown snorted and nodded. “Or perhaps commanding them.”

“That would be Robin.”

“Robin? As in redbreast? That guy? You’re joking. Black crow, maybe, or vampire bat.” He laughed.

“I know.” Bobby shrugged. “My mother always dreamed of naming a child Robin, but my father balked, and they made it through three kids with no Robin. When we were born and she found out she couldn’t have more children, she got her way and produced Robert and Robin. He emerged from the birth canal first, and since I wasn’t born sunny and platinum—” He flipped his hair. “—and Robin didn’t come out with black hair and a black attitude, she mixed us up. Despite the obvious mismatch, he never changed it because our mom loves the name so much.” Bobby curved the side of his mouth. “I tell him he’s the boy wonder.”

“How does he feel about that?”

“He asks if that makes me Batman.”

“Does it?” Brown raised an eyebrow. Hmm. Kind of flirtatious—or serious wishful thinking.

“Every time I get the Bat Signal.” He gazed up at the doctor through his lashes that weren’t even mascaraed because, oh right, he felt like crap. Brown smiled but looked a little uncomfortable. Bobby grabbed a tissue from his pocket as he sneezed. “So give me the bad news. Do I need to drink lots of orange juice and can I put champagne in it?”


“Bad boy. Actually, the orange juice is even worse for you than the champagne.”

“Seriously?” He wiped his drippy nose. “I thought it was packed with vitamin C and other things that are ridiculously good for you.”

“Nope. Way too much sugar. If you want to drink juice at all, it needs to be green.”

Bobby grimaced and stuck out his tongue.

The doc pulled out a pad of paper. “I’m going to give you a prescription for an antiviral. It would have been better if you took it earlier, but it will help prevent your getting worse. I’m also writing down the name of some herbal and homeopathic remedies I want you to take any time in the future you feel even a little under the weather. These are like magic if you take them early enough. If you’re around sick people, you can even take them prophylactically.”


Bobby’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”

Brown flashed that grin. “It means preventively, hence the application to condoms.”

“Ooh, here I thought you were putting me on the pill.”

“I’ll bet you need it.” Brown gave him a sideways glance that sent shivers up his spine, and not from cold.

The doc stood, handed Bobby the prescription and list of witch doctor remedies, and reached out to give him a hand getting off the exam table. The pressure on Bobby’s bicep produced a warm glow—mostly in his balls. Bobby glanced at the doctor’s face and away quickly. “So I’ll bet your wife laughs at all your silly patients’ antics.”

The doc’s expression hovered between a frown and a grin. “I’d never talk about my patients to anyone, and especially not to the wife I don’t have.”

Bobby’s hands waved before he grabbed back the blanket. “Oh, a handsome doctor like you. What’s wrong with the female population?”

Brown gazed at Bobby levelly. “Nothing besides the fact that I’m not interested in females—romantically, that is.”

Holy flaming shit on a cracker! Take a breath, Bobby baby. That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s gay. “I see.” He paused long enough for the doc to elaborate. He didn’t. Damn it.

“Fill that prescription right away. You can do it downstairs in the pharmacy if you don’t have a place you prefer.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you out.” Dr. Brown held the door and waited for Bobby to walk through it. Bobby dropped the blanket and grabbed his afghan back, then went into the hall and dragged his aching body to the lobby.

Robin stood as they came in.

 

 

HOLY SHIT, who’s that? The man in the lab coat behind Bobby looked nothing like good old Dr. Brown, the doc who’d made him and Bobby feel so comfortable they’d even confessed their proclivity for three-ways to him and taken his advice on protection. Hell, good old Dr. B. had tested them both for every STD on the planet and a few from Mars about six times. This guy? Not gonna happen.

The man stuck out his hand. “Mr. McMillan, I’m Dr. Brown.” Robin stuck out his hand and felt it swallowed in warmth. “I’ve given your brother an antiviral prescription that needs to be filled right away. Give him lots of clear fluids, not including champagne or fruit juice—” He grinned, and the impact of those white teeth in that honey face made angels weep. “—and make an appointment with my nurse to bring him back in three days. I need to be sure it’s not settling in his lungs. Can do?”

Robin managed a nod.

Dr. Brown smiled. “I believe you’re also a patient and due for your physical very soon, so I’ll look forward to seeing you. You might want to set up that appointment now also. Good to meet you.” With another mind-altering smile, he left the waiting room—a little duller.

Bobby giggled and whispered, “Never have there been such compensations for being sick.”

“What?” Okay, shake it off. You’ve seen gorgeous men before. Like earlier today. “Come on, let’s make your appointment.” He walked Bobby to the desk, and they set up a time to come back in three days.

The smiley nurse looked at Robin and said, “Did you want to set your appointment now, Mr. McMillan?”

“Uh, no. I don’t know my schedule.”

“Of course. Check your calendar, and we’ll make it when you bring your brother back in. It’s usually best just to set it and get it over with.” She grinned again.

Yeah, well, how did he feel about having that guy fingering his balls? He nodded and put an arm around Bobby to walk him to the door.

“Don’t forget to fill your prescription,” she called.

Robin glanced back and then pushed out the door. In the hall, Bobby fell against him, clutching his chest. For a second Robin thought he was sicker, but Bobby started to laugh, which turned into a cough.

“Come on, man. Take it easy.”

Bobby coughed and snorted. “Sorry. But seriously, did you see that guy?” He fanned a hand in front of his face. “I mean sweeter and hotter than milk chocolate in a cup.”

“What happened to Dr. Brown? Our Dr. Brown, I mean.” Robin felt the crease between his brows getting deeper. He pulled Bobby to the elevator.

“I guess he’s semiretired, and Micah’s taking over a lot of his patients.”

“Micah? That dude?”

“That’s his son. Dr. Brown’s son.” Bobby fell against the wall. “Have you ever seen anything so gorgeous?”

That would be a yes, but that didn’t diminish the dreamy Dr. Brown at all. Still, as a doctor? His doctor? “If Dr. Brown’s semiretired, he must still be seeing patients, right? I can make my appointment with him.”

“Seriously?” The elevator came with a man and a woman already inside, and they stepped on. Bobby hissed, “He’s fantastic. Gentle, sweet, smart. Man, you’ll never get me back to another doctor. Why would you want to?”

Robin shrugged. Not going to say it. Because he thought the new Dr. Brown was just as gorgeous as Bobby did.






Chapter Four

 

 

“WHY DO you think she hasn’t called?” Bobby sniffled on the couch as Robin slid on his shoes. Bobby was still snuffling and clutching the afghan, but he’d gotten some pink back in his cheeks.

“Probably because we didn’t get it, dear. Sorry. Bean was there. Remember I told you? They likely gave the contract to him.” Oh, you lying asshole. Why don’t you just tell him? “We need to leave soon for your appointment.” Because I’m a coward, and besides, Bean probably did get it.

“Oh damn, Robin. I wanted it so badly.” Bobby dropped his sweet face into his hand, and Robin considered slashing his wrists with a butter knife. “It would have made your life so much easier. No more slaving over hot stoves. I’m so sorry, baby.”

Oh shit. I’m such a waste of time. “Hey, it’s fine. Great, even. That’s a tough job. This way I can paint more material for the Sawdust, and I imagine Marcelo will hire me back for the summer rush.” Of course, the mural had been a tough job he wanted, and the thought of another summer at Marcelo’s made him a little ill. “Come on. Don’t worry about it. Let’s go see your delicious doctor.”

Bobby smiled softly, but his eyes still looked sad.

As they pulled out of their parking stall behind the apartment, Bobby’s phone rang.

Robin tensed like he had every time either of their phones had rung in the past three days. It seemed like Valerie had tried to spare Bobby the full angst of how completely Robin had insulted their prospective client, but she had to break the news sometime.

Bobby clicked the phone. “Oh, hi, Mama.”

Robin relaxed, more or less, and turned right out the Canyon Road toward Irvine.

“Yes, dear, we’re good. I’ve had a touch of the flu, but Robin took good care of me. Actually, we’re on our way back to the doctor to get a clean bill of health.” He grinned. “I have a very yummy doctor.” He laughed. Somehow Bobby always got away with saying shit like that to their parents. Their Uncle Harold had paved the way.

“No, I’m fine. The doctor just wants to be sure I don’t get a bacterial thing.” He listened and covered the mouthpiece as he sighed, then said, “No, no plans to come home. We’re both so busy in the summer and getting ready for the summer, we can never get away.” He frowned. Their mother excelled at guilt-tripping. “I know we missed Christmas.” He plastered on a smile, as if she could see him. “One of these days, we’ll be big successful artists and will be able to come home whenever we want because we’ll be rolling in commissions.” He laughed.

Robin swallowed. When Bobby’s optimism slopped over into fantasyland, it made him itch. Yes, Laguna had a few very successful artists. Roman made a lot of dough and deserved it, but he painted nude men and sold to rich clients who were either gay or wealthy enough to thumb their noses. Robin and Bobby painted bold, abstract art. Unique but not for everyone. They didn’t starve, but rolling in commissions? Not bloody likely. He let out a soft stream of air. Especially not if the clients meet me.

“I have to go, Mama. We’re almost at the doctor’s.” That was true if you considered fifteen minutes away almost there. “We’ll talk soon, and yes, I’ll discuss a trip home with Robin, I promise. I’ll give him your love. Bye. Love you too.” He hung up. Still staring through the windshield, he said, “Want to talk about a trip to Redwood Valley?”

“Fuck no.”

“That’s what I thought.” But from the corner of his eye, Robin saw Bobby frown. Bobby probably would have visited home a lot, but Robin wouldn’t go and Bobby didn’t want to go without him. He said it made too much of a statement when only one twin arrived. “We’ve got to go one of these days, dear. Shouldn’t we just get it over with before the festivals start? You know, since we probably didn’t get the contract?”

Shit, Bobby didn’t even know how big that guilt trip was. “Maybe.”

Bobby bounced. Definitely feeling better. “Really?”

“We’ll talk about it. Get well first.”

“Oh wow, Mama will be so happy.”

And I’ll be so ill. Robin released his breath slowly. He parked outside the medical building. “I’ll wait here.”

Bobby’s eyes got big—and kind of hurt. “Why?”

“I thought you might not want me hanging around—since you’re so much better.” And since Robin’s balls couldn’t take the exercise they’d get seeing the new improved Dr. Brown.

“Oh, you think Dr. Yummy will believe I have to have my big brother to take care of me?”

“Crossed my mind.”

“Hey, maybe that will convince him I’m a damsel in distress and he needs to ride in on his white Lexus and rescue me from the dark demon.”

“Ah, that would be moi, I assume?” Robin pressed his fingers against his chest.

“Who else?” He grinned.

“Okay, okay, I’ll come play my prince of darkness role. Let’s go.” He opened his door with a quiet, resigned sigh.

When they walked into Dr. Brown’s office, the same smiley nurse looked up. “My, don’t you look better.”

Bobby nodded. “I feel almost like a new man.” He dabbed at his nose.

“Dr. B. will be the judge of that.” She gave him a mock frown followed by a big smile to show she was kidding. “I can take you right back.” She looked at Robin. “We got a couple of new magazines.”

“Thanks.” Robin pulled out his phone and settled into a semicomfortable chair. He checked his email. Nothing from Valerie. Jesus, why didn’t she just put him out of his misery? Maybe if she told Robin directly that they’d lost, he could pass on the official news to Bobby without confessing his fuckup.

Wonder what the doctor’s telling Bobby? No sex? No booze?

He flipped through his mail, checked the weather, and then stared at the browser screen. Not like he kept a lot of fun social apps on his phone for amusement. Shit. Waste of time. He started typing. Micah Brown, M.D.

He read the online post. Wow. Harvard Medical School. Top of his class. One of the reviews said the patient had been surprised when her longtime doctor had morphed into the young Dr. Brown—she didn’t say handsome, but that was implied—but she felt in very good hands and would be returning to see young Dr. Brown in the future. Robin nodded. Yeah, probably once a week. Under family, the listing mentioned his father, Dr. Isaiah Brown, and his mother, also Dr. Brown, but no wife or kids. A little addition suggested Micah Brown was likely about twenty-seven or -eight.

“Mr. McMillan?”

Robin’s head snapped up. Dr. Brown himself. Be still my foolish cock. “Yeah?”

“May I talk to you in my office?”

Ice slipped down Robin’s spine. Something wrong with Bobby? He jumped out of the chair and followed Brown into the inner sanctum. In the office, Brown closed his door, and Robin perched on the edge of the chair. “What’s wrong?”

Brown sat behind his desk. “Wrong? Nothing.”

“With Bobby? He’s okay?”

“Oh, yes. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. There’s nothing wrong with Bobby. His virus is clearing nicely. He should be completely well in another couple of days. I’d like for you to take some of the herbal remedy I told Bobby about to be sure you don’t get it.”

Robin wanted to punch the doctor—well, maybe after he fucked him. Shit, the man was gorgeous. “I never catch anything. You’re sure he’s okay?”

“Yes. I’m sure.” He smiled gently. “You do take good care of him.”

“Not really.” Robin frowned. Maybe that should be frowned more. “He takes care of me. That’s why I can’t let him get sick.”

Brown chuckled, and the sound vibrated in hidden parts of Robin’s anatomy. The doctor sobered. “Yes, well, he’s still taking care of you. He said you might be reluctant to have a young doctor, or maybe any doctor who’s not my father.”

Robin just stared at the desktop. “I like your father.”

“I do too, and he’s a great doctor, but he really is trying to retire, and it’s very important for gay men to have a physician they trust. If it can’t be me, I want to be sure that you secure a doctor you feel comfortable with. But I do have unique insight into your health needs, so I encourage you to come and see me—at least until you find someone else.”

“You’ve got this insight because of your father’s records?” Robin crossed his arms.

“No, any physician you choose will have your records. But I have my father to consult with, and I’m gay, so I suspect my father would have recommended that you see me even if he were continuing to practice.”

Robin felt his mouth open, then close. “I see. Uh, well, I’ll consider that.” Right after his cock deflated. He wouldn’t say that made it worse. Oh, so much fucking worse.

“But be assured, I won’t ask my father for input unless you say I should. I’ll only access what’s in the file.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.”

“It’s just medical ethics.”

“Still.” Robin stood. “I imagine Bobby will be your patient.”

“He’s indicated as much.” The doc stood also. Man, those slim hips and muscular thighs suggested this gay doctor spent some serious time in the gym.

“That means I’ll have fewer secrets. They don’t call us Double Trouble for nothing.” Okay, he might have mentioned that in case the doctor wanted to take advantage of their favorite hobby. Whew. The idea weakened his knees.

Dr. Brown laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

When they got to the lobby, Bobby was leaning on the desk, and the nurses were all laughing. Yep, Mr. Charm.

Robin turned to Dr. Brown. “Thanks. Appreciate your input.”

“Since you’re due for your physical, why don’t you make an appointment now, and if you find another office you prefer, you can call and cancel.”

“Uh, okay.”

The nurse suggested a couple of days, and he and Bobby picked one. Didn’t matter which, since no way Robin would keep his appointment.

Dr. Brown turned to Bobby. “I’ve suggested your brother take some of the herbal capsules I prescribed for you. Will you see he swallows them?” He gave Robin a little smirk, walked into the back, and closed the connecting door.

No fucking fair.

Out in the hall, Bobby bounced his way to the elevator. “So pretty. So pretty. It’s very fun having a beautiful doctor.”

“You still have to take all his recommendations seriously. You got that?”

Bobby grinned at him. “Well, sure. He’s a young, unmarried guy. He knows what that’s like. He’ll be a great doctor for both of us. And I can dream all I want. It’s not fattening. Addictive, maybe.” He giggled.

On the elevator ride to the lobby, Robin stared at the buttons. Bobby never mentioned Dr. B.’s gay. He doesn’t know. Should I tell him? Why wouldn’t I? You know damned well why, you asshole.

They’d driven halfway home before Robin finally released all his breath.

Bobby hadn’t stopped talking. “What do you think, dear? Is it illegal for a doctor to date his patient? I mean, not that he would. Not me, anyway. But if he had a pretty girl patient, could he date her? I’ve never known a single doctor before. Oh, maybe a widowered doctor or something, but not, like, so young he’s single.”

“Bobby.”

“I know, dear, I’m babbling. I’m sorry. But I feel better and I just like him so much. If I can’t talk to you, who will listen to me blab and—”

“He’s gay.”

“I mean, I’m so sorry to make you listen and—what the hell did you say?”

“He’s gay.” Robin stared out the windshield and tried not to glance at Bobby’s face.

“He? You mean Dr. Brown?”

“Who the hell else have you been talking about for the last twenty minutes nonstop?”

“I-I’m sorry, but how do you know? I mean, he mentioned something to me, but it was easy to see he could have meant it another way.”

He blew his bangs off his forehead with a long stream of air. “No, he told me.”

Bobby’s hands waved like helicopters. “Told you? Like flat-out, or are you, like, extrapolating from some comment he made?”

“Did you really just use ‘extrapolating’ in a sentence?” Robin snorted. “Yes, he told me. Flat-out. He said that was a reason why he’d be a good doctor for me—uh, us.”

“Oh God, Robin. Oh God, oh God, oh God. Do you think he likes me? He really wanted me to be a patient. Do you think that’s why, or is it the opposite? Since he can’t date patients, he wouldn’t care if I am one because he doesn’t want to date me anyway—”

“Bobby, stop!” Robin held up a hand as he pulled into their parking space at the apartment and turned off the car. “Stop. I’ve got no idea what he likes or wants or what his motivations are. He told me he’s gay. That’s it. That’s all I know, and I don’t want to sit here and ‘extrapolate,’ as you say, from every fucking word the man said.”

Bobby’s bottom lip quivered.

Robin ran both hands through his inky hair. “Oh fuck, dear. I’m sorry. I guess I’m just on edge.”

“I know. Me too.”

They got out of the car. Robin wrapped an arm around Bobby’s shoulders, and they walked into the apartment. Inside, they both went to their own rooms. Robin sat on the edge of his bed and pulled off his ankle boots. Better start putting out feelers for a new cooking job. But he needed to create some product at the same time, or they’d have nothing to sell at the festival. He tossed his shoes in the closet and changed to black silk lounge pants and a black T-shirt.

Okay, Bobby needs some food. Robin stood, walked out to the kitchen, and pulled some veggies from the fridge for a salad. He’d been plying Bobby with homemade vegetable soup since he got sick, and he had some left. With a little cheese melted on top, it wouldn’t seem too much like sickbed food.

Bobby wandered out of his room in a flowered kimono. “What are you making?”

“Something good.”

Bobby sat on one of the stools at the island and rested his cheek on his hand. “Something good needs to happen to us, Robin.”

Robin glanced over his shoulder as he slipped the bowls of soup into the countertop oven to melt the cheese. “You’re the one in charge of Pollyanna juice, dear. I can’t help you. I’m gonna look for a job right after lunch. Best I can do.” He tossed some salad. “Set the table.”

Suddenly Bobby jumped off his stool. “No, dammit. I’m going to put an end to this misery. I’m calling Valerie.” He grabbed his cell.

“Uh, maybe we should wait.”

“No. I’m sick of waiting. I want to know for sure that someone else got this job instead of us.”






Chapter Five

 

 

“UH, BOBBY, wait.” Robin stabbed at the cheese with his bare finger. Shit! “Ouch! Don’t call.”

“No.” Bobby held up his hand, then scrolled with his thumb and pushed a button.

Well, fuck! “Uh, Bobby, I need to tell you what happened.”

Bobby looked up with the phone to his ear. “What happened?”

Robin stepped out from behind the breakfast bar. Could he tackle Bobby and break the phone? “See, there’s this tenant. Remember I mentioned him, the architect?”

“Yes, I—” He stuck up a finger. “Hi, Valerie. It’s Bobby.” He listened. “Much better, thanks. Look, Robin told me they didn’t like us, but I wondered who they chose and—” He frowned.

Oh shit.

“Wait, I don’t understand.” He stared at Robin.

Oh man, will he ever forgive me? Robin mouthed I’m so sorry and slouched against the bar. God, he hated disappointing Bobby.

Bobby’s frown deepened—Robin sighed—then suddenly Bobby burst out in a smile so huge it should have broken his face. “But that’s wonderful! Amazing!” He looked at Robin and gave a thumbs-up.

What. The. Fuck.

“I see.” He chuckled. “Yes, that sounds like him.” His eyes flicked to Robin. “So what are the next steps?” He nodded. “Okay. Great. Get back to me.” He grinned. “Yeah, I’m glad too. Talk soon.” Bobby hung up and stared at the phone.

“What happened?” Robin held his breath.

Bobby glanced at him sideways with teeth. “We got the job.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope.”

Robin held on to the bar to keep from falling. “How?”

“How what? You’re brilliant and no one else can match you.”

“Bullshit.”

Bobby pointed at the sofa. “Sit for a minute.”

“Hang on. Let me rescue the soup.” He turned off the toaster oven but left the bowls inside to stay warm and walked to the couch. “So what the hell happened? If we won, how come it took so long to tell us?”

Bobby fluttered to the big chair and descended into it in Bobby grandeur. “She said she was literally reaching for the phone when I called. Apparently two members of the committee totally wanted us from the start, but there was a holdout. They asked Bean for a rough design, and when they saw it, they picked us.”

“Why didn’t they ask us for a spec design?”

Bobby shrugged. “She said you did one at the meeting.”

“Seriously? I did a pen-and-ink sketch because the architect pissed me off.”

“It must have worked, baby, because we’re in. And you always do your best work when you’re angry. You know that.”

Robin flopped back against the couch cushions. “Holy shit.”

“So our summer’s made. No kitchen duty for you.” He wrinkled his nose. “But we better paint fast for the festival. We need inventory, and you’re going to be on a scaffold for a month.”

“At least.”

“Nope. A month. That’s all they’re giving us in terms of leaving the scaffold in the lobby, so we have to work fast, and by we I mean you.”

“That’s a lot to do in thirty days. You may need to help me.”

“We can’t get in there for two weeks. Meanwhile, they want to see a more complete design. We have to present it next Thursday.”

“Okay. I can do that. You have to present it this time, or we’ll lose the contract. That architect hates me.”

“Hey, we won, remember? How much can he hate you?”

“A lot. Especially if the others shoved us down his throat, which I suspect they did.”

Bobby hurled himself from the chair and threw himself through the air, landing on Robin’s lap. “No! You’re a genius!”

Robin shook his head. “More luck than genius.”

“I don’t care how you did it. Let’s eat lunch and get to work on the design. It has to be great.” Bobby slid off Robin’s lap.

“Yeah.” Robin gave him a narrow-eyed glance. “But why in particular?”

Bobby didn’t meet his eyes. “They won’t sign the contract until after we present the design.”

Robin leaped up. “Shit! You said they chose us.”

“They did.” He sauntered into the kitchen and spoke over his shoulder. “But if they don’t like our design, they’ll interview more artists.”

“Fuck, Bobby!”

Bobby waggled his butt and began dishing up salad.


 

 

BOBBY STARED at Robin, who’d settled himself behind the wheel of the Prius and seemed determined to stay there.

“Why can’t I just stay here? Come on, you and Valerie can do this better without me.”

“Robin McMillan, you know full well that what got us the selection was your genius.”

Robin crossed his arms and scowled. “We’re not selected. They just found a way to get us to work on spec after I said I wouldn’t.”

Bobby sighed and let Robin hear it. “Not true. We’ve discussed this. We’re chosen unless our design sucks, and it doesn’t. It’s amazing. Fantastic!”

“That architect won’t think so.”

“Fuck, Robin! Get out from under your damned black cloud and let’s go wow them.” He pushed open the car door, slid out, and slammed it shut. Robin really was a genius, but somewhere in his childhood he’d opened a hole, sucked all the light into it, and closed a cover on it. Funny that I’ve never known why. Robin redefined pessimism. It was exhausting.

Valerie saw them across the lot and crossed to Bobby, smiling. “Big day. Are you all ready?”

He kissed her cheek. “Totally. We’ll blow them away.”

She looked up as Robin crossed slowly around the car, frowning. “Valerie, will you tell my brother that my going in will wreck our chances of winning? I’ll just wait out here.”

She flattened her pink lips. “No. Ordinarily I’d agree, but you totally won over Georgia Wyatt, and I think she’ll want to see you.”

“But the architect hates me.”

“I get the impression he hates everyone.”

Bobby looked at Robin and snorted. “You two are probably related. Let’s go.” He was actually anxious to see this vicious architect.

In the building lobby, Robin waved an arm at the huge wall space halfway up the vaulted ceiling. “There’s our canvas.”

“Wow. That’s quite a showcase.”

“If it doesn’t kill us first.”

Bobby just laughed and gave his brother a quick squeeze around the neck.

Robin frowned and fidgeted most of the way up the elevator. Bobby wanted to grab his arm and make him stand still, but didn’t, of course. Robin really didn’t like most people, though Bobby secretly thought he was just getting in the first punch—hating others before they could hate him. That was a self-fulfilling prophecy. People knew they were disliked and gave back what they got. Still, Robin ignored most everyone. His distaste for this architect seemed particularly pointed. We’ll see.

In Hyer Anson’s office, the receptionist practically broke a tooth grinning at them. “Right this way. They’re waiting for you.”

Valerie smiled as if to say I told you so.

Down the hall they trooped, with Robin scowling and dragging his feet and Bobby and Valerie smiling even bigger to make up for it.

They got into the conference room and—well, damn. Only two people sat there, and neither of them qualified as a mean architect. The woman bounced up from the table and hurried over to shake their hands. “Hi. I’m Georgia Wyatt. We’re so excited to be working with you.” She turned, looked Robin right in the face, and swallowed him in a huge, bosom-squishing hug.

Bobby burst out laughing and got a small frown from Valerie.

Robin looked shocked, but he managed to defrost his face enough to turn his lips skyward.

Georgia stared back and forth between Robin and Bobby. “It’s hard to detect since you style yourselves so differently, but you’re totally identical, aren’t you?”

Bobby laughed. “Two peas in a pod. Robin’s older, so he’s forced to take care of me.”

“Oh? How much older?”

“About five minutes, our mother says.”

“Delightful. Sorry to be hogging the floor. This is Hyer Anson. He owns the building, so he has far more to say about this than I do.”

Anson crinkled his bright eyes. “Not at all. Georgia and Paolo have the taste, so I leave the decision-making to them.”

Valerie smiled tightly. “Will Mr. Lind be joining us?”

Anson nodded. “Momentarily, I believe.”

Bobby almost said, “Oh goody.”

They all sat around the conference table, and Valerie hooked her laptop to their projection system. When she was done and the receptionist had brought them water and coffee, Valerie looked at Anson politely. “Shall we begin?”

Anson glanced at the door, flashed a frown, and nodded. “Might as well.”

Showtime! Bobby stood and put up the first PowerPoint slide. “Do you know how to draw an owl?” He grinned. The slide showed a beautiful rendering of an owl.

Gloria and Hyer shook their heads, smiling back.

Bobby displayed a screen that showed two interconnecting circles. “First, you draw two circles.”

They nodded, looking at the screen.

He clicked to a slide that showed the original drawing of the owl. “And then you draw the rest of the owl.”

Georgia burst out laughing, and Hyer chuckled.

Bobby raised an eyebrow. “Robin and I do something others feel they should be able to do, if they could only master that second step.”

Robin was fighting a grin, looking up at him.

“We believe that’s why you’ve chosen us. Because we can bring something to your project that no one else can duplicate. Let me show you our vision for—”

The door burst open. Bobby looked up, annoyed—and froze. Holy blessed shit.

The man who walked in defied description unless you just wanted to fall back on “yummy.” The name Paolo sounded Italian, the name Lind would likely be Scandinavian, but somewhere in this mix, a dash of the East had been added and the sum total produced a creature so exquisite Bobby wanted to paint him—or better yet, let Robin paint him. Well, he would have been exquisite if he weren’t frowning so fucking hard you would have thought they’d kept him waiting.

Hyer looked over at the man and said, “Paolo, this is Bobby McMillan. You know Valerie and Robin.”

The look Lind gave Robin should have frozen the coffee in their glasses. He nodded at Bobby and took a seat. Not even a Sorry I’m late.

Bobby flashed the pearlies. “Mr. Lind, you missed my fantastic opening. You’ll have to ask the others for a summary.” Smiling to soften the snark, he turned back to the screen—though in truth his belly still flipped from one glance at Paolo Lind. “Now as I was saying, we can create something for you that no one else can.” Lind frowned even harder. “In our design, we strove to capture the forces of originality and creativity that mark this building and the businesses and people in it—the growth, the striving, the balance and harmony. You saw the root of our concept in the sketch Robin did for you when you last met. Here is the fulfillment of that promise.” Oh yes, I’m a silver-tongued devil, thank you very much.

Bobby clicked the selector, and the screen filled with their design for the wall.

Georgia gasped.

Hyer’s eyebrows shot up.

Lind’s face went blank.

Now what the hell does that mean?

A long moment later, Georgia actually wiped her cheek. “Gentlemen, this is amazing. A masterpiece. I’ll be honored to walk beneath this work of art each day, and I’ll tell all my customers to be sure and look up.”

Bobby smiled from his heart. “Georgia, you’re a love, and it will be our privilege to paint for you.”

“Who’s going to be doing the painting?” The tone was rough but the voice was lilting—higher than Bobby expected. Paolo Lind gazed steadily at Bobby.

“We both will.”

His eyes flicked to Robin and then back to Bobby. “I want to be sure that you’re working on it. Personally.”

Yes, he’s a bastard, but such a pretty one. “Mr. Lind, in order to meet your tight deadline, it will take both of us working on the mural at different times. We’ll be suspended high above the ground on a scaffold where it will be hot and bloody uncomfortable. Neither of us can do that for eight or ten hours a day—possibly longer. So yes, rest assured you’ll be getting both our skills.” Just a fuckload more of Robin’s, since Bobby had to be at the festival, but no reason to point that out.

Lind made a humphing sound and nodded.

Bobby turned to Georgia and Hyer. “I understand you don’t want your lobby littered with painting supplies, but we need to prep the wall, and a month is a short time to get this work done. I don’t suppose we could have a little extra time?”

Georgia gave Lind a raised eyebrow, then smiled at Bobby. “It’s perfectly fine by me, Bobby.”

Hyer glanced uneasily at Lind. “I assume you’d need the scaffold for preparing the wall?”

“Unless I learn to fly pretty quickly. Or pogo sticks?” He grinned and purposefully didn’t look at the architect, but Hyer did, and apparently what he saw there cooled his courage.

“I guess we better not.”

Robin said, “It’s okay, Bobby. We’ll do it on canvas. We can prepare that at the studio.” Yes, it was a snarl.

“Canvas?” That was Lind.

Bobby caught Robin’s eye, and that’s all it took. Robin shut his mouth. Bobby said, “We apply the canvas to the wall much like wallpaper. It provides a more interesting and appropriate surface than the wall itself. Trust me, you’ll like it.”

Lind looked up at Bobby, and their eyes met—and held. It should have been chilling. Why did it feel the exact opposite? What would it be like to delve into the mystery of those slightly exotic eyes?—and by delve, he meant delve! He’d gasp for breath if everyone in the room weren’t watching him. With a hard swallow, he dragged his gaze from Lind’s, but just before he turned his eyes, he caught the tiniest uptwitch of lips on that exquisite face. “Just make sure you’re working on it.”

Bobby glanced at Robin. Now that would be a problem.






Chapter Six

 

 

ROBIN SIPPED his mimosa and adjusted his sunglasses against the bright Laguna morning. They’d chosen the Heidelberg for breakfast, and the waiters hadn’t put out the patio awning yet. At this hour most of the patrons were Laguna natives, many with their dogs, and the traffic going by on the Pacific Coast Highway wasn’t quite at bumper-to-bumper status yet.

“Darling, you look positively slammed by work.” Rodney Mansfield, aka Roman, fellow artist and great friend, leaned forward and gave Robin a compassionate look.

Robin glanced down at his paint-spattered jeans and T-shirt. He and Bobby had started at 7:00 a.m. and took a break at nine to meet Rod, Hunter, JJ, and Ryan for breakfast. “What makes you say that?” He twerked half a grin and got a raised eyebrow from Rod.

Rod surveyed Bobby and then Robin elaborately. “How can Bobby stay so clean and you look like you’ve been rolling on your canvas?”

Robin smirked. “One of the many mysteries of twinship.”

JJ smiled in that sweet way of his that still made Robin sigh a little despite the fact that JJ was happily partnered, and said partner, Laguna cop Ryan Star, had a big gun in case Robin got acquisitive. “So tell us, tell us. What’s this new project I keep hearing about?”

The waiter arrived with a huge tray of omelets and passed them around the table. Once they were contentedly munching, Bobby said, “Robin and I won this big mural project against John Bean and some well-known artist from New York.”

“Congratulations.” JJ bounced and fluttered his hands, always so incongruous on a six-foot-four-inch hunk.

Rod, Hunter, and Ryan all clapped.

Bobby smiled and Robin just kept chewing. “We have to start in a week, and that’s going to take a buttload of time, so we’re both painting like machines to get product done for the festivals.”

Rod said, “If you’re starting in a week, isn’t that going to run into the festivals big-time?”

“Yes. Our plan is for me to sell at the booths and Robin to paint until his fingers bleed.”

Robin made a snuffing noise. “Of course, I’ll be bleeding in more places than that if our least favorite architect finds out it’s me doing all the work.”

Bobby grimaced. “Do you think he’s going to check?”

“Hell yeah. Probably give us a proctology exam.”

Rod stared back and forth between them. “Ooh, that sounds fun. What the hell are you talking about?”

Robin sipped some mimosa to counteract the bad taste in his mouth. “The guy who designed the building and is its biggest tenant is this architect who hates me.”

“He does not.” Bobby shook his head.

“Uh, excuse me? How do you explain the fact that he wants you working on the project and not me?”

JJ said, “He does?”

“He says he does,” Bobby scoffed. “I’d love to believe it’s because I’m so irresistible he can’t bear to have me out of his sight, but I suspect it’s because he and Robin are like the battle of the titans, and this dude is so attracted to Robin, he’s afraid of what he’ll do if they’re together too much.”

Robin stared at Bobby and tried to close his mouth. “Where the fuck did you come up with this fantasy?”

“Oh come on, he looks at you like you’re ice cream.”

Ryan, a man of few words, snorted, “Right. Rocky Road.”

“And he wants to lick me until I die.” Robin slugged back the rest of his drink. Too bad Bobby wasn’t talking about that doctor. Of course, he could stand some Lind licking, except for sure that guy would bite.

Hunter said in that soft voice of his, “I gather this man is attractive?”

Bobby sighed loudly. “About the prettiest thing I ever saw. He’s this amazing combination of something Scandinavian and something Asian with maybe some Italian thrown in.”

Funny that Bobby would have noticed Lind so completely. Robin said, “Bobby’s been devastating a bunch of handsome devils lately.”

“Tell.” JJ fluttered a hand under Bobby’s nose.

Bobby glanced at Robin. “Oh, you mean Dr. B. I have this new doctor. He’s the son of our previous GP. Oh my God, be still my heart. Just lovely. Not the perfection of our architect, but delicious in a whole different way.” Bobby leaned forward. “And he’s gay—and single!” He shrugged. “Or at least I think he is. Single, I mean. I mean, I know he’s not married, but maybe he has a boyfriend. Uh, he told Robin he’s gay.”

JJ leaned back with a knowing look. “Are you planning to lure him into Double Trouble?”

Robin’s cock practically exploded from his pants at the thought, but Bobby frowned. “No. I’m going to reform.”

JJ pressed a hand to his lips to try to hold in his laugh. He didn’t succeed.

The crease between Bobby’s bleached eyebrows deepened. “I’m serious. I want a real relationship. I can’t settle down if I’m fucking every guy in Southern California.” A woman at the next table gave him a quick glance, and Bobby lowered his voice and stared at his eggs. “How can I expect someone to respect me if I don’t respect myself?”

For a second everyone was silent, and then Rod started to laugh. “Right, Julia Roberts, and you don’t kiss on the mouth.” He narrowed his bright eyes at Bobby. “Listen, dear, self-respect has zip to do with whether you’re having sex upside down in a tree or acting like a monk. You’re a kind and awesome man and everyone should appreciate that—including you.”

Bobby wiped a tear from his eye and snuffled, “Thank you.”

Robin glanced at Rod sideways. “We’ve missed the tree thing—so far.”

Hunter said, “So what are you going to do about being in two places at once?”

“Not sure.” Bobby dabbed at his lips. “I have to show up during the hours that Lind is likely to be there. I guess Robin will just have to man the Sawdust booth some afternoons.”

“No!” Robin’s head snapped up so fast his neck should have dislocated.

“You don’t have to talk to anyone.”

“No. Absolutely not.” He clenched his teeth. Juvenile? You bet your back acne.

JJ said, “Maybe I could help out sometimes.”

Bobby frowned. “Thank you, JJ, but you need to work in David’s booth, plus, quite honestly, if we have to pay you, Robin may have to go back to cooking this summer.”

“You wouldn’t have to pay me.” JJ smiled.

“Of course we would. We’re grown-up people who run a business, and if you’re not getting paid, you could be home fucking Ryan. You don’t have to coddle Robin.” He glared across the table.

Robin crossed his arms over his chest. I’ll damned well be unreasonable if I want to.

Rod grinned evilly. “I have a suggestion.”

“Oh? What’s that?” It came out sharper than Bobby likely intended since he was so pissed at Robin.

“Well, you are identical, after all.” He slowly twisted the saltshaker.

“What?”

JJ bounced. “Oh my God. Of course. Didn’t you guys ever pretend to be the other when you were little?”

Bobby still frowned, but he nodded. “Sure. All twins do. Even our mother couldn’t be sure which was which if we were really trying to fool her. But that’s when we were very small. Now we’re not so much alike.”

“Are you kidding?” Ryan barked a laugh. “Under the hair and the clothes, we’d have trouble separating you. A guy who doesn’t know you? Not a chance.”

Bobby pressed a hand to his chest. “Why, Officer, are you suggesting we do something deceitful?”

“Hell, if this dude is trying to tell you how to do your job, deceive away.”

Hunter, usually the most conservative of their friends, smiled. “Ryan has a point. It could even be fun.”

“You’re crazy!” Robin spurted a little of the water he’d just drunk. “Bobby and I could never get away with acting like the other. He’d never pass for me, and God knows I can’t swallow that much sunshine in a year.”

Rod scooted forward in his chair, rubbing his hands. “Bobby doesn’t have to pass as you. This asshole wants to see Bobby, right? So what if the two of you strike a happy medium on style? Go back to your natural color. I admit it’d be a bitch to get the black out of your hair, but I’m betting we can do it. Aside from hair color, you could be the same man.”

“No, I’m bigger.”

“By what, six ounces? Like Ryan said, no one who’s not your mother will be able to tell. Bobby can sell while you paint, and this dude will look up and think he’s seeing Bobby.”

Bobby looked at Robin. “It could work.”

“What if he talks to me?”

“Our voices aren’t that different.” Bobby seemed to be swinging toward yes. Oh hell no.

Ryan snarked, “Only your attitude.”

Bobby started to look excited. Definite trouble. “Right. If he asks a question or something, you just answer chirpily like me.” He waved a hand. “Seriously, just channel when we were kids and you’d pretend to be me.”

“Jesus, Bobby, I can’t do that.”

“Then sell at Sawdust.”

“Fuck! Okay, I’ll do it.” He glowered at the rest of the men at the table, got up, tossed bills beside his plate, and stalked off toward the car.

Bobby called, “Robin. You have the car. It will take me extra time to walk.”

“Get Rod to drive you.” He stomped down the stairs to the sidewalk and didn’t look back.

 

 

“ROBIN, DAMMIT. Hold still.”

Robin watched hair drift past his face and collect on the floor. “How much are you cutting off?”

“Enough to make you look like me. Stop wriggling.”

“If I wanted short hair, I’d have cut it, damn it.”

“Robin, you didn’t cut it because you were too lazy, you didn’t care, and you liked hiding behind it. It won’t be short, just fashionable.”

“Fuck.”

“I love this color.” Bobby ran a hand through his own hair that shagged around his face and flopped over his forehead. The hair that had been platinum now glimmered a pale rosy brown.

“What do you call it?”

“Rose beige.”

“Whatever you say.” Robin glanced up into the bathroom mirror. Well, damn, they were so much alike it was scary. He turned his head a little. Fuck if he didn’t look good. Sadly, good was one of the last things he wanted to look.

Bobby took one final clip and stood back. “Masterpiece city. Damn, I forget how gorgeous I am.” He set the scissors on the counter and grabbed the whisk broom and dustpan he’d brought in earlier. As he swept up the hair, he said, “First, we need to show up together looking different enough that he knows there’s two of us. You wear your cap and your usual clothes. He’ll see that I changed my hair. After that, you dress like me, show the hair, and we’re home free.”

“You seriously think we can get away with this?”

“Sure. Just appear as yourself every now and then so he doesn’t get suspicious.”


“He’s going to believe I’m you? Seriously?”

Bobby stepped back. “Hmmm. It’s true you don’t capture my subtle je ne sais quoi, my ineffable air of mystery, but aside from that? Total match.” He giggled.

Bobby just thought he was kidding. His natural sweetness could penetrate metal. “So we’ll go to the building this afternoon and supervise construction of the scaffold and application of the canvas.”


Bobby dumped the hair in the trash can. “No. Tomorrow. We have our doctor’s appointments today.”

“What? Like hell. You do, not me.”

Bobby crossed his arms. “Robin, you made your appointment at the same time I did. If you were going to cancel, you should have done it. We can’t afford to be throwing away the cost of an office visit. Besides, the whole summer we’re going to be up to our ass in artistic alligators, so you need to get it done now and out of the way.” He grinned. “Then if you meet Prince Charming this summer, you’ll know you’re squeaky clean.”

“As if! And I’m not letting your Dr. Yummy stick his finger up my ass.”

“Sigh. I get erect just thinking about it.” He waggled his fingers as he left Robin’s bathroom. “Get dressed.”

Shit. Erect was just what he was afraid of.






Chapter Seven

 

 

AN HOUR and a half later, Robin stared sulkily out the window as Bobby parked the Prius in the lot outside the medical office building in Irvine. If it had been up to Robin, they’d never have made it. Bobby pocketed the key. “Come on, bring your little tingly ass and let’s get this done.”

“Fuck.”

“I doubt it, but you can always ask him. Now move!”

Bobby as dom always made Robin smile, so he got out and walked—no, dragged—toward the front door. By the time they got to the fifth-floor office, they didn’t have a moment to spare for the first appointment. Whose that would be, they hadn’t decided.

Smiley nurse, who they discovered was named Olivia, greeted them with teeth and immediately walked to the entrance to the inner office and opened the door. “Mr. Robin McMillan, come on back.”

“How come I have to go first?”

Bobby looked up from the magazine he’d already opened. “Because I don’t want to have to come and chase your ass back to Laguna to get you into that office. Go.”

Shit. He walked through the door.

Olivia smiled. “I love the new do. It’s amazing how alike you two look. Is this your natural color?”

“Can’t remember. I think it was a little darker.”

She adjusted the weights on a standing scale. “Hop on, please.” He kicked off his flip-flops and stepped up. She slid the weighty things back and forth until they balanced. “One fifty-three sound right?”

“Yeah. I guess so. I don’t check much. Bobby does, and I always figure I’m a few pounds heavier than he is.”

“We’ll know soon.” She typed something into an electronic pad. “What inspired you to change your hair?”

Probably saying they wanted to fool an asshole wouldn’t sound too good. “I love change.” Man, that was a lie.

“Well, it certainly looks good. Let’s get your blood pressure and some samples.”

The samples part worried him right off—but it turned out to just be urine and blood. His blood pressure wasn’t as high as he expected—considering—and she even did a quick EKG on him after having him remove his shirt and draping him in a waffled kimono of crinkly paper. “Okay, here’s the bottom wrap. Please remove the rest of your clothes, drape this over you, and sit up here. Dr. Brown will be right in. You’re up next.” She gave him a smile and left the room.

Robin stared at the small piece of paper. Seriously? Shit, what if the doctor walked in while he was changing? He ripped off his jeans, slid down his bikini shorts so fast he could have been racing to a double orgasm, and piled them on the chair, making sure his underwear was on the bottom. Then he climbed on the table and pulled the silly excuse for a gown over his lap.

Sitting there for a couple of minutes, swinging his legs like a little kid, he wished he’d brought his phone with him. Or a magazine. But if he hopped down to get it and the doctor walked in—shit, was he really having this mental discussion?

Robin slid one foot to the floor. A tap on the door signaled Dr. Brown’s arrival, and Robin snatched his leg back like it had been burned. Some rule said all doctors had to walk into exam rooms reading charts. Hell, they must feel awkward coming face-to-body-part with a patient in a paper dress too.

Whoa. No way to get ready for the impact of the doc’s pure magnetism. Like virility and gentleness, carnality and caring all rolled into one mighty fine package.

Dr. Brown looked up. “These numbers look good. We’ll have your blood and urine tests back in a few days for a more complete picture.”

Robin breathed in slowly. Sound normal. “Glad to hear it.”

He sat in a chair opposite Robin, who was still feeling pretty juvenile, bare legs swinging like Tom Sawyer on a dock. Brown said, “So how have you been feeling?”

Robin shrugged. “Good.”

“No fatigue? Digestive problems, shortness of breath?”

“Nope.”

“How often do you have sex?”

Weirdly, he felt his neck heat a little. “Uh, fairly often.”

“Once a week? More?”

“Yeah, a few times a week.”

“Regular partner?”

“Not really.”

Brown looked up from his notes he was making on a tablet. “Men without regular partners generally have less sex.”

Robin shrugged. “I go to a lot of clubs.”

“You use protection?”

“Always.”

“Excellent. I notice in your records that you’re tested frequently.”

“Dr. Brown—uh, your father suggested it. Seemed logical to me.”

“Good. Do you have anal sex as well as oral?”

“Uh, yes, but I always top.”

Brown gazed at him for one second too long. Robin might not have noticed if he hadn’t been looking so hard for a reaction. Maybe I imagined it.

“So lie back.”

Here goes. Robin let his head fall to the hard little pillow as the paper under him crinkled and the paper over him slipped and slid. He grabbed for it.

“Awful stuff, isn’t it?” Brown chuckled. “Oh for the days when we had ugly pink cloth gowns that gaped over our asses.”

Robin barked a laugh. “Yeah. Can’t you suggest silk lounge pants?”

“Sounds tempting.”

Oh man, he’d like to believe that voice was flirtatious. Get over yourself. Bobby’s the one with the crush.

Brown applied a cool stethoscope to Robin’s chest, moved it to his stomach, then lower to his abdomen. Robin shifted a little from the tingles. Hooking the stethoscope around his neck, Brown thumped in a few places, producing a drumlike sound that vibrated right to Robin’s balls.

He produced a lookie-loo device from a table and peered into Robin’s nose and eyes, then turned his head and looked in his ears.

Efficiently, in one smooth move, he set down the instrument, raised the paper cover, and had his hands on Robin’s balls before he could say holy shit!

“Holy shit! Warn a guy.”

Brown smiled as his gloved fingers manipulated Robin’s balls delicately, but oh so thoroughly. “It’s usually best not to warn a guy so you don’t tense up.”

Maybe Robin wouldn’t tense, but nobody told his dick. The thing started accepting messages from its two companions about nice feelings from sexy fingers. No, not now. Down, boy.

Brown moved his hand to the top of Robin’s thigh and—oh crap—closed it around Robin’s cock.

“Uh, Doc.”

“Do you have any problems with discharge?” He carefully inspected the head of Robin’s dick, then moved the thing side to side to examine the base.

“Uh, no.” If you don’t count the cum that’s about to discharge in your face if you keep this up.

He raised the cock and looked under it.

Well, shit. By now the poor thing thought it was about to get a full hand job and was stretching into participation. “Uh, Doc.”

“No problem. Perfectly normal.”

“Yeah, well, he thinks he’s getting some action in the alley outside a gay club.”

Brown just chuckled, but he did release the cock, now more than half-mast. “Let’s check the other end.”

“Do we have to?”

“Yep. Up against the wall and spread ’em.”

Robin had to smile. Brown helped Robin hop off the table and turned him around to face it as Robin clutched the paper to his rapidly deflating front. “Just bend over the table and relax. I’ll do the rest.”

“Said the spider to the fly.” But he turned, bent, and sighed loudly.

“I know it’s a classic, but I have to say it. Turn your head and cough.”

By the time Robin got his head to the side, one of Brown’s hands pressed down on the small of his back and the other insinuated a finger into his ass. Sweet crap, it would be so much better if that didn’t feel so fucking good. He dropped his head against the exam table.

Maybe he didn’t remember right that old Dr. Brown had been in and out of his butthole in seconds. Young Dr. Brown seemed to have established residency, and that was A-OK with Robin. Brown’s finger touched his prostate. Robin sucked wind and maybe, just maybe that finger massaged a tiny fraction of a second longer than needed. Then—gone.

The sound of latex being stripped woke Robin from his reverie, and he stood. With an awkward twist, he pulled the paper around him to cover his throbbing ass. Question was, how fast could he get home to jerk off?

“You can get dressed.”

“Oh, okay.”


“Do you have any questions for me?”

“Uh, no, I don’t think so.”

“I’m really glad you kept the appointment. I’ve checked you thoroughly and everything seems good to go. My nurse will call you when your lab results come in, and I may want to see you to go over them.”

“Okay.” Did I just say that? Must still be hypnotized by the feel of his finger in my ass. Wonder if patients become addicted to prostate exams?

“Good to see you, Robin.” His voice was hot chocolate poured over ice cream.

“I’ll, uh, just wait for Bobby out in the waiting room.”

“Good, I’ll tell him.” He smiled. “I like the hair. But I liked it dark too.” He cocked his head. “What’s your favorite gay club?”

Robin’s heart slammed against his chest so hard it should have broken his ribs. “Uh, we live in Laguna Beach, and we don’t leave it much. There’s still a small club, kind of private, that caters mostly to gay men. It’s called the Rose.”

“I’ll have to look for it.”

“Yeah, good. Good.” Do not smile like a loon.

Brown’s eyes held his, and then he left the room, leaving Robin to struggle alone with the octopus of paper gowns—and a cock that refused to give up hope.

When Robin finally made it to the lobby, Bobby was long gone, and the nurses busied themselves behind the counter. Robin sat on the couch and picked up a magazine, but everything reminded him of Micah Brown. A picture of strawberries conjured his lips, a cup of café latte could have been the skin on his cheeks, and his eyes sparkled in an ad for a citrine necklace. Robin flipped the magazine over. Hell, I have to stop reading Women’s Day. But the article title on the cover stopped him: “Twenty-five Great Uses for Cucumbers.” A photo of a huge, shiny vegetable dominated the page. Other stuff was on there too, but Robin couldn’t look away. What would Micah’s cucumber look like? Full and tapered or narrow with a flared head? He was a big man, but in Robin’s considerable experience, that didn’t mean his cock would be. Still, more likely than not, that penis would match the man—and if he didn’t stop thinking, he was toast. He threw the magazine on the coffee table. Just breathe.

His cock throbbed. Think about something else. Right, like how Brown’s finger felt in my ass? Shit! He grabbed the magazine, held it in front of his crotch, and stood. “Excuse me, can I use the men’s room?”

The nurse looked up. “Oh, you can go through the door into the back offices and go to your right. It’s on the right-hand side.”

“Isn’t there one in the hall outside? Uh, I don’t want to bother anyone.”

“No. You’re no bother.” She smiled and went back to work.

Hell. His erection exceeded half-mast. Still holding the pornographic vegetable publication, he rushed through the inner sanctum door, turned right, and found the restroom he’d used earlier. Open. Thank God. He pushed inside, and a fan automatically went on with the light. It was one of those big open bathrooms that made you feel too far from the door to protect yourself. Paper cups stood on the back of the toilet, and a list of instructions for taking a urine sample were pasted to the wall above it. He pushed the lock and then stared at it. No way to test if it was really locked. Shit, don’t care. He dropped the magazine, rushed to the toilet, ripped down his jeans, grabbed his cock—now standing at attention waiting for instructions—and started to pump. No lube. No problem. Anything felt too good to believe. Oh man, those hands on my balls, that finger in my ass. It was obscene that a prostate checkup excited him more than any sex he’d had in recent memory. But his prostate wasn’t dumb.

His hands flew over his dick as his brain conjured image after image of Dr. Micah Brown substituting his cock for his finger and hammering Robin’s ass. Weirdly, halfway through, Micah’s short curls morphed into longer hair and his warm eyes turned cool and limpid. Shit! Paolo Lind. But his hand kept jerking and pumping like he couldn’t get enough.

“Oh. Oh God!” He had to wrap his palm around the head of his penis to keep from decorating the wall with his semen. Spurt after hot spurt filled his hands and squished out between his fingers. He fell back against the wall because otherwise he might wind up in the toilet. Just try to breathe.

Voices in the hall. A gentle tap on the door.

He sucked wind. “Be out in a minute.”

Oh man. Still breathing hard, he pushed away from his back support and stumbled to the sink, turned on the water, and let it run over his sticky hands as he rested his elbows on the porcelain rim. What the fuck were you thinking?

Micah asked about my favorite club.

He’s gay. He was just inquisitive.

What if he’s interested?

Fuck it, Bobby’s got a crush on him. You’d never do anything to hurt Bobby.

But maybe he’s not set on Micah Brown. Bobby likes lots of guys.

Fuck! If you’re so crazy for Micah Brown, where the hell did Paolo Lind come from?

He stood, wiped his now relaxed penis with a wet towel, dried his hands, and tucked in.

Do I look debauched and insane? He stared at the mirror. Yeah, well, what’s new about that?

Crossing quickly, he pulled open the door and stomped out, barely acknowledging the elderly man practically salsa dancing in the hall. When he walked back into the lobby, Bobby sat there flipping through a copy of Vogue.

“Thought you fell in. Did you know that pink is the new black?” He held up the magazine.

“No, I missed that significant detail of human survival.”

Bobby grinned and stood. “Byyyye, ladies. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Olivia looked up over the counter. “Oh dear, that leaves me soooo much leeway.”

Bobby grinned all the way down in the elevator but said nothing because they had about seven people crowded in with them. When they finally got to the Prius, Bobby walked to the passenger side.

Robin looked at him sideways. “My turn at the wheel, I gather?”

“Of course. You love driving home.” He sighed elaborately. “And I just want to sit here and dream.” He slid into the passenger seat, belted himself in, and leaned his head back against the seat.

Robin’s belly gave a little lurch. If he didn’t ask, was there a chance in hell Bobby would keep his dreaming to himself?

Uh, no.

“Oh, I may never recover.”

“Why? Did you learn you have a dread disease?” Okay, too much of a snarl.

“Don’t be snarky. Just because you hate going to the doctor doesn’t mean I have to. Oh my God, when he stuck his finger in my ass, I thought I’d pass out!” He fanned himself with his hand.

Robin frowned but kept quiet.

“I mean, seriously, doesn’t it make it better to have those gentle, gorgeous hands feeling you up than some impersonal doctor?”

More quiet.

“Ro-bin!” It was two long syllables, which meant he was in trouble.

“Bob-by!”

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“I went, I got my damned exam like you wanted me to. You don’t need me to comment when you’re conducting a monologue, so don’t push your luck.”

He stared at his hands. “Okay. Sorry.”

Robin drove in silence for a while. Shit. “It was a perfectly good exam.”

“Oh yes!” The floodgates burst. “And he smiled at me, and guess what?”

“What?”

“He asked about the club we go to in Laguna. I guess you must have told him about the Rose, and he wanted to know where it is.” Bobby pressed his hands against his chest. “Do you think he’ll come there to find me? Oh God, Robin, I want to go to the Rose tonight!”

The words flowed out on Robin’s long breath. “That’s great, Bobby, just great, but the Rose isn’t open on Monday.”

“Oh right. I forgot what day it is.” He snuggled into the seat happily and closed his eyes.

Robin turned left on PCH and glanced at the waves rolling in on Main Beach. And I need to forget I ever heard of Micah Brown and give up fantasy jerkoffs to Mediterranean salads. He sucked in a small breath.

Bobby murmured, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just remembered something I need to do for the festival.”

“Umm.” Bobby seemed to drift back to sleep.

Robin swallowed. He’d just remembered that he’d dreamed of Micah Brown’s cucumber in his ass and the feel of his finger.

Robin never bottomed.






Chapter Eight

 

 

MICAH BROWN pulled up in front of that oh-so-familiar house in Santa Ana. The big front lawns, arching trees over the streets, and beautiful old houses meant home to him. Outside of this upscale residential enclave, however, Floral Park was an oddity in this otherwise very eclectic and somewhat depressed city. His dad had scrambled out of the projects and fought for every step up he achieved, with this house and neighborhood as his reward. One of Micah’s brothers and his sister lived in the area too. Micah loved it, but he’d never live there. Way too “American Dream” for him.

He walked up the long path to the arched front doorway and pushed into the entry with its polished wood floors and bouquet of flowers on a center table. Oh yeah, deep breath. Ham, some kind of greens, and cornbread. That meant Aunt LaShawnda was here, because his mom couldn’t cook for shit. Save the life of a dying child? You bet. Prepare mac and cheese? No way. “Anybody home?”

“In here, dear.” His mom’s voice came from the living room.

He walked through the arch into the big traditional room with its comfy furniture and polished dark wood. His dad, starting to show a little age at seventy, sat in his favorite easy chair, while his mom perched on the footstool like she’d probably jump up and help in the kitchen at any moment. Of course everyone knew, including her, that most of the family didn’t want her in the kitchen since she could literally burn boiling water. Tessa Brown, his dad’s second wife after his first passed away from cancer many years before, was Mom to Micah and his sister Xaviera and stepmom to his two half brothers, Jeremy and Shawn. His dad had met her when she was a resident in pediatrics at the hospital where he worked, a profession she still practiced with blinding dedication. Nobody expected her to make a sandwich.

She bounced up and hugged him. “How’s my baby?”

“I’m great.”

She stepped back and looked at him closely. “I agree. Go grab a drink and come on in.”

He walked into the big old-style dining room where they kept liquor bottles on a sideboard and wine in ice buckets. He poured a glass of chardonnay and then stuck his head into the kitchen. His mom had tried to get the family to agree to knock down some walls in favor of open concept a couple of times, but everyone else, except Micah, clung to the old compartmentalized floor plan. She didn’t fight, since she never spent that much time in the kitchen anyway.

Now, his aunt stirred a pot on the stovetop, and his sister and oldest brother both puttered around, plating salads and carrying them to the table.

“Hi. Can I help?”

“Hi, Mic!” Xaviera walked over carrying a plate in both hands, reached up, and kissed his cheek. “Nope. We’re close to done. Go enjoy your wine for a few minutes.”

“Thanks.” He looked up. “Hi, Jeremy.”

“Hi.” Jeremy, who at six foot four was the only member of the family taller than Micah, also shared the uneasiest relationship with him. Partly a result of the dissociation brought on by the nearly ten years between them, but sad to say, mostly homophobia. “How you doin’?”

“Good, thanks. You? How are the kids?”

Jeremy smiled, though he looked down into the salad bowl. “They’re good. Getting big. We left them with a sitter tonight.”

“Oh. Sorry to miss seeing them.”

“Yeah. You’ll have to see them soon.” Everyone in the room knew that Jeremy hadn’t brought his kids because he didn’t want them around Micah. No one said it.

Micah slapped the doorframe and let the door swing closed as he walked back to the living room. Jeremy always made him a little sad, even after all these years. He’d been a great big brother when Micah was little.

Deep breath.

In the living room, he sat on the floor as he had since he’d been old enough to sit.

His dad said, “How’d it go today?”

“Great.”

“I want to hear all about it.”

“Don’t talk shop, boys.” His mom grinned. “Save it for after dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Micah laughed and plunged into conversation with Shawn about his work for a giant aeronautics manufacturer on secret projects he couldn’t talk about, but Micah liked to tease him anyway. Then he chatted with his uncle, a retired postman, who was a raging liberal and loved to complain about the Republican Congress.

His two sisters-in-law, Layne and Andrea, were both fashion fanatics, so they huddled together comparing Instagram posts.

Finally his aunt called dinner, and they all plowed in and dove into slices of ham so thick and juicy they melted in your mouth. Micah groaned. “Auntie, can I specify this meal to be served on my deathbed so I can go out a happy man?”

His Aunt LaShawnda pressed a hand to her chest. “I can’t take credit for all of it. Jeremy cooked the ham. Isn’t it divine?”

Shawn waved a fork. “Man, bro, you have hidden talents.”

The pause that followed defined awkward since Jeremy had trouble keeping work, but Micah’s mom broke in, saying, “Andrea, do you have any new pictures of the kids?”

That redirected the rest of the meal conversation.

When they gathered back in the living room, with Jeremy, Xaviera, and Aunt LaShawnda joining in this time, they talked about movies, the kids’ schools, and lightly touched politics, though Uncle Amos and Jeremy clashed, despite both voting Democratic.

Micah rested against the back of his chair and sipped a small glass of cognac.

“So, Micah, how are my boys?”

Micah looked at his dad. “Boys?”

“The twins.”

He glanced around at the others. “They’re fine, Dad.”

“Twins?” His mom smiled.

His dad nodded. “These two brothers, absolutely identical twins, who’re so different in style, nature, and personality you can barely believe they’re related. But they take total care of each other. Amazing.”

Micah nodded. “Yes, they’re extraordinary.” He turned to his sister-in-law Layne. “So how’s work?”

“Oh, good, but I want to hear more about the boys. So are they your patients, Dad?”

His dad shook his head. “They were. Now they’re Micah’s.”


“What are they like, Micah?”

“I can’t say too much—they’re my patients. But they’re artists. Apparently really good ones. One is as bright and sunny as a unicorn barfing rainbows, and the other is Edgar Allen Poe come to life. Nevermore, baby. And yet they look exactly alike.” He leaned forward. “You’ll love this, Dad. Today they came in with identical hair. If they dressed alike, I don’t think their mother could tell them apart.”

“How old are they?” That was Andrea.

“Twenty-four.”

“Babies,” his mom said.

His dad chuckled. “Very naughty babies.”

Xaviera’s eyes widened. “Oooh, tell.”

Micah held up a hand. “No. We’re not discussing my patients anymore.”

“Spoilsport.” She stuck out her tongue.

His father made a little waving motion with his hands. “Just two gay charmers taking the world by storm.”

Xaviera giggled, but Jeremy’s voice cut through. “Fuck, not more fags.” He stood. “They sure found the right doctor.”

Micah leaped from his chair. “What the hell’s the matter with you? You’re my brother, for God’s sake! How can you be so hateful?”

“How can you be—be—what you are?” He glanced around at them, then screamed, “And how can you all encourage him?” He strode from the room, and a moment later the front door slammed.

Micah just stared after him. Not the first time by a long shot, but it had been six months since Jeremy had blown up at him—at Christmas, when Jeremy caught Micah reading a story to Jeremy’s two sons and grabbed them and hauled them from the house, not to return until after the holidays.

“I’m so sorry, Micah.” His mom walked over and wrapped her arms around him.

Micah sighed. “I keep waiting for him to be my big brother again.” He shook his head. “And he keeps waiting for me to be not gay.”

His dad said, “It was stupid of me to say that the McMillans are gay. I didn’t think. Jeremy’s been acting better for a little while.”

“What brought this on? Did I do something?”

Shawn frowned. “You know how much Jeremy loves his posse. I guess Morales started ragging on gay guys, and one of the others said Jeremy had a gay brother. He was fucking embarrassed because he knew he should defend you, but he wanted to agree with the dude. Anyway, it brought it all to a head, I guess.”

Micah collapsed back into his chair. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to start coming home at different times than Jeremy. It rips me up, and I’m sure it’s hard on him too.”

Shawn frowned at Micah. “He does okay when you don’t rub his nose in it.”

His mother gave him a sharp look, and he took a big slug of cognac.

His father scowled. “That’s stupid and ridiculous. Jeremy’s an intelligent man. I don’t understand how he can ignore reality.”

“But he does, and it makes life miserable for both of us.” Micah sighed.

Shawn stood and walked toward the kitchen. “It’s not like any of us like that you’re gay. Shit, why can’t he keep his mouth shut and just let us have a visit without his drama.”

Slapped. Like Shawn had hit him. Micah’s mom looked at him and whispered, “Oh honey. That’s not true.”

Micah stood. “You’re all pretty great about it. I’m going to go home. I have patients tomorrow. Have a great week.” As he reached the front door, he heard Xaviera hissing, “Now look what you’ve done.”

Shawn snarled back, “Well, it’s true!”

Micah made it to his car, pulled away from the curb, and was on the freeway before he let himself think the question he’d asked himself so many times. How do I apologize to my family for something I can’t change?

He took a deep breath of air-conditioning. Maybe that’s why I like the McMillan twins so much? They’re so very, very who they are. They don’t apologize for fuck. His foot pressed the accelerator as he headed to Laguna. Unfortunately, I might like one of them too much.

 

 

BOBBY GIGGLED as they walked into the office building. Robin gave him a look, and Bobby grinned. “Nerves.”

Robin held the door, and Bobby stared for a second into the reflective glass beside the door. He laughed again. “That hat covers everything, and with your eye makeup on, nobody will know that without it, Santa Claus can’t tell us apart.”

Robin nodded. “I know. Get inside.”

“Stop being obnoxious. You have to be me.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Robin.” He narrowed his eyes.

“Yes, dear.” He smiled and flashed teeth like a wolf.

Bobby crossed his arms. “If this plan fails, you’re the one who suffers. Think about all the fun you’ll have being charming to all the thousands of people at the Sawdust.”

“Okay, I got it.” He crossed the big lobby to the scaffold. “Looks good.”

“Want to go up?”

They climbed the scaffold and tried out the platform at the top. Robin ran his hands over the canvas that had been applied to the wall like so much wallpaper. “This will work.”

Bobby glanced down almost two stories. Working this high always made him a little queasy, but Robin knew no fear. Actually that applied to many life situations—just as long as he didn’t have to deal with the GP, aka the general public. “Shall we start blocking in the forms?”

“Yeah, you stay here. I’ll get the supplies.”

Bobby watched Robin climb down the scaffold and head out the front door. He totally did that so I didn’t have to. Bobby smiled softly. Kind of amazing to have a brother that great.

Over to the side, the elevator door opened, and out into the lobby marched Paolo Lind. Oh sweet god of Greek statues, as JJ would say. Bobby glanced at the door. Shit, Robin would be plowing through that entrance any minute and come face-to-face with Lind. “Yoo-hoo. Hi.”

Lind looked around him.

“Up here. Hi.”

He finally looked up. “Oh, hello.” His expression went from neutral to suspicious.

“It’s me, Bobby McMillan. Remember me?”

Lind actually smiled. Dimples. Who knew the man had teeth?

Bobby glanced at the door again. “I’ll come down, but would you mind spotting me?” He pressed a hand to his chest. “I get a little light-headed all the way up here.”

“Certainly, I’m right here. Take it slow.” Paolo walked to the base of the scaffold and gazed up. That right there was enough to make Bobby’s head spin like a top.

Bobby climbed down, and when he got close to the bottom, two strong hands grasped his waist. Bobby sucked wind—very, very quietly—as Paolo twirled before his feet hit the ground. “Uh, thank you.”

“So you’re getting started on the mural?”

“Uh, yes. Robin’s out getting the supplies from the car so, uh, I can get started.”

“Good. I’ll be interested to see the progress.”

“I’m really looking forward to it. It’s such a great space.” He waved his arm.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“Yes, I guess you did create it, didn’t you?” His lashes fluttered on their own. Their gazes locked—and held.

“I really like your new hair.”

“You do?” His voice rose so high it squeaked.

The front door opened, and Robin staggered in with a huge box of primer and paints and a big bag of other supplies dangling from his arm. He looked up and stopped.

Bobby glanced over. Oh my God, the man’s a mind reader. By some mystery of twin telepathy, he’d pulled the black knit hat even farther over his hair and put on sunglasses. “Let me help, Robin. I’m so sorry.” He rushed over to Robin, grabbed the bag from his arm, and stared at him with intense significance. “I was just telling Mr. Lind how I’m about to start painting the mural with all these wonderful supplies you brought me. Of course, we’ll block out the design together.”

“Yes.” He walked to the scaffold, set the box on the floor, and started climbing.

Bobby looked back at Lind. “Would you mind helping get these up to us?”

He glanced up toward Robin, then back at Bobby. “Sure.”

Bobby walked to the scaffold, and if he put a little extra sway in his walk, it was definitely unconscious. Well, maybe it was.

Bobby reached for the bar, and Lind put a hand under his butt and boosted him up. Really? Did he seriously do that? Whoa. When he got to the top, Lind climbed up a few feet and lifted the bag. Bobby grabbed it while Robin took the box. Lind frowned a little at that, but he still pushed the supplies into Robin’s hands.

Bobby smiled down. “Thank you so much, Paolo.”

“You’re welcome.” He walked away a few steps, then looked back. “See you soon.” He strode out the front door of the building.

Bobby fell backward onto the metal scaffold. “Be still my heart. I may never wash my ass again.”

“Excuse me, Casanova, but don’t I recall a certain doctor you’re drooling over?”

Bobby sat up. “Of course. I’m just not used to such handsome men laying hands on my butt.” He fanned himself.

“Uh, I’ve never noticed a lack of ass-touching in your life.”

“Do you think that means he’s gay?”

“I think it means he wanted to help you up the scaffold. I really don’t know, Bobby.”

“You’re right, of course. Let’s get to work.” He patted his hair. Funny, for those few minutes, he’d forgotten Micah. First time since he’d met him.

Robin sorted through the supplies. “Do you think I’ll get my ass groped when I’m pretending to be you?”

Shit, he hadn’t exactly thought of that. “Maybe.” He swallowed. “Do you think you can keep from knocking his teeth out?”

“I’ll give it my best shot.”

“Seriously, dear.” He lowered his voice and glanced around the lobby. “When we get home tonight, you should do some Bobby practice.”

Robin stood straighter. He raised a hand and waved it. “What? You think I can’t be my lovely brother without even trying?”

Bobby slapped a hand to his mouth. “I can’t believe it. How come I’ve never seen you do me before?”

With a soft smile, Robin touched Bobby’s cheek. “Because you’re so much better at it, dear—so much kinder, sweeter, and more beautiful. I can pretend, but you live it.” Robin pulled out charcoal, walked to the far end of the canvas, and started blocking in the main areas of the design. He always said, a work might be abstract, but it still had order.

Bobby blinked back tears. “Thank you.” Sniffing, he took his place at the other end of the scaffold and began drawing—but his gaze drifted toward the building’s front doors, half waiting for them to open.






Chapter Nine

 

 

ROBIN FLIPPED the hair out of his eyes and wiped some sweat from his eyebrows. It was hot so high up in the atrium. Hot—but hot! Man, he loved this piece. He’d worked on other murals, but this was the biggest expanse, the most dramatic statement. It could have been intimidating and, in fact, a lot of artists would have cringed at the scope. He reveled in it.

With a swipe he added dark, dark blue in a universe of creation. The blocking had been precise, but now—free and wild. Just the way he liked it.

Voices came from the lobby. Robin was kind of enjoying his perch. A perfect way to deal with the public—out of sight above their heads. If he wanted to turn this into a blackmail opportunity, he could do it. Even though a sign said clearly that an artist was working on the scaffolding, after a moment of curiosity, people forgot. They couldn’t see him most of the time, unless they were at the edges of the lobby space, so they talked. Boy, did they talk. In the two days alone he’d been there, he’d listened in on plans for an assignation between a defense attorney and the prosecutor on the same case, countless complaints from people who hated their bosses, and three different employees looking for new positions while still on somebody else’s payroll. His fave was the big-name, hard-nosed litigator who called his mother “Mommy” and whined to her about how people were mean to him.

The voices came closer, and Robin caught a breath. Once since the day he’d manhandled Bobby’s ass, Paolo Lind had walked across the lobby, but with no pause, though he had glanced back as he walked out the door. Robin had dipped his brush in more paint and didn’t meet his gaze at all.

“Thanks for lunch, Hyer.”

“My pleasure. We’ll do it again soon. You coming up?”

“Uh, no. I want to check on something before I go back to the office.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

Footsteps. Ding. The sound of the elevator door.

Quiet.

“Uh, Mr. McMillan?”

Robin froze. If I stay real quiet, maybe he’ll go away? Shit, no, he probably saw me. I said I could do it. Showtime.

He peered over the edge of the scaffold. “Are you calling moi?” He flashed a big smile. “Surely I’m not Mr. McMillan anymore.”

Lind smiled—after a quick crease between his brows. “I wasn’t sure who was up there.”

The bastard. “We were both here for a couple of days. Now just me.” There, that wasn’t exactly a lie.

“Can I come up?”

Nooooo. “You can if you can.”

“Watch me.”

Robin literally did, peering down into that perfect face as Lind climbed athletically up the ladder and perched on the edge of the platform, his ass showcased in slim denim.

Robin lowered himself to cross-legged a couple of feet away. “Good thing you’re not in your black suit.” He pointed toward the dust and paint daubs on the canvas covering the scaffold.

“Good planning.” He gave that half smile that made his eyes crinkle but somehow still had a sardonic air.

Robin waved at the wall. “Progress.”

Lind looked up and studied. No expression. Totally silent.

Robin wanted to push him off the edge of the scaffold for being such an arrogant critic, but Bobby never would have reacted that way. He pressed his hand against his heart. “I’m getting very nervous over here.”

“What?” He glanced at Robin. “Sorry, didn’t mean to keep you in suspense. I’m just trying to process how amazing it is.”

Robin opened his mouth slowly. “You—you are?”

“Surely you know that?” He smiled. A tooth gift. “The design was excellent. Obviously good enough to win, but this is—so much more dynamic, expressive, and vital. When you’re freed from the restraints of a mockup, you clearly move to another place.”

Desperately, the words “So why do you make me jump through your stupid hoops?” pushed against his lips. He bit them back. “Yes, that’s exactly right. I guess you could say that’s perspiration and this is inspiration.”

“It certainly shows.”

Robin tried to control the creases that kept tiptoeing across his forehead. “May I ask why you were so set against us when, uh, Robin and our agent came in that first time?”

He smiled tightly. “He told you that?”

“Of course. He had to explain why we weren’t going to get the contract.”

“He thought that?” His dark eyes widened.

“What was he supposed to think?” Calm down. Take a breath.

“Truthfully, I’d had a crappy day, and your brother’s arrogance over not doing a spec design pushed me beyond the edge.” He wiped a hand over his dark hair. “Hyer and Georgia really blasted me afterward.” He shrugged. “I’m afraid your brother and I are so much alike, we’re bound to clash.”

Like hell you say.

He looked directly at Robin. “I’m glad you’re doing the mural alone. It’s purer that way.”

Robin clenched his back teeth but said, “Oh no. We’re like the same person. Our process is intertwined—dark and light, yin and yang. We couldn’t work alone.” That was largely true.

“I’ll take your word for it.” He scooted back to the ladder. “It’s brilliant. I had my doubts, but no more. I just had to meet you to feel comfortable.” He climbed down a couple of rungs, then looked back at Robin. “I understand you live in Laguna.”

“Uh, yes. Who told you?” Tell me so I can kill them. He plastered on a smile.

“Hyer, I think. He probably asked your agent to be sure you weren’t traveling from Utah or something. So maybe I’ll see you in Laguna. I live there as well. Do you participate in the festivals?”

“Uh, yes, we have pieces in the Festival of Arts, and we sell at the Sawdust. My, uh, brother is setting up now.”

He nodded. “Keep up the brilliant work.” He disappeared over the lip of the structure, and the scaffold shook as he climbed down.

Well, fuck. Running into Paolo Lind in Laguna would so not happen if Robin saw him first. The man’s an arrogant asshole. How perverse was it that this arrogant asshole made his cock hard?

 

 

PAOLO STEPPED off the elevator into his offices on the seventeenth floor.

“Have a good lunch?” Angie, the superefficient admin who insisted she sit at a receptionist’s desk since “people like to be greeted by humans,” met him with a smile.

“Uh, yes. Thanks.” He barely remembered lunch. Too much contact with one cute-assed, floppy-haired artist. Funny. He usually didn’t like bright and sunny guys, but this one seemed to have hidden shadows.

“Hyer Anson came by.”

Paolo frowned. “I just left him.”

“He said he forgot to tell you something. He’ll call. Also, Mr. Osterlitz called.”

Paolo shook his head. “The man refuses to leave a damned message on my voicemail.”

She widened her arms. “He says he’d much rather speak with me than a machine.”

“I think it’s a case of old dogs and new tricks.”

“Aw, he’s not old.” She didn’t say that convincingly.

He snorted. “If you’re going to succeed in business, my dear, you must learn to lie.”

“He’s not!” she shrugged. “Maybe a tad old for you, but not old.”

He gave her a raised eyebrow and walked toward his office, sharing a few nods with his staff. Wonder what Angie would think of Bobby McMillan?

Truthfully, he had to get over his fucking attraction to that twink. He could so imagine showing up at the club with Bobby on his arm. Not in this lifetime. Paolo might be gay, but he spent a lot of time proving that Real Men Suck Cock. Trouble was, his dates bored the living shit out of him.

Case in point. He sighed, pulled out his phone, and dialed.

Joseph’s deep voice answered. “Osterlitz.”

“When are you ever going to set up your contacts so you know it’s me calling?”

“I keep meaning to ask my secretary.”

“You really want her pawing through your love life?”

“And your point is?”

“Nothing. You rang?” He chuckled. He’d loved The Addams Family reruns when he was a little kid.

“There’s a big reception for the Festival of the Arts on Friday night. Want to go?”

“Yes, I got an invitation as well.”

“So I can’t make you my plus one?” He chuckled.

“Nope. The festival beat you to it.” Did he want to go with Joseph? It never hurt. As the CEO of a large healthcare firm, Joseph was richer and more powerful than Paolo. Joseph escorted him to parties and events he couldn’t yet muster the invitations to on his own, and those invites could be measured in money. Paolo met people who helped his business and kept him moving in the direction he wanted to go—up. “Maybe we can go together. Can I let you know?”

“Okay. If you can come, do you want to go early and dine after or vice versa?”

“Whatever assures we can drink a lot of cheap champagne without sloshing it on the art.”

“Don’t remind me.” Joseph sighed.

“You don’t really love art. Why do you go?” Rhetorical question.

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that everyone in Laguna will be there.”

“More like the art of the deal, right?”

“So right.”

“I’ll let you know. I’m not sure where I’ll be on Friday.”

“Okay, call Agatha and tell her.”

“I could text you.” He grinned even though Joseph couldn’t see it.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I hope I see you Friday.” He hung up.

Joseph was probably semipissed that Paolo hadn’t said yes right away. He knew his power and wanted it appreciated. Sadly, at forty-five, Joseph was eleven years older than Paolo. Forty-five might be the new thirty, but on Joseph it was the new sixty. Not that he looked old. Medium height, handsome, with sleek brown hair and a fit body, he attracted attention in any room from women and men. But, man, Joseph refused to master technology, made the bed five minutes after they got out of it, and didn’t recognize a song written after 1940—when he hadn’t even been born. Sometimes Paolo just wanted to yawn. More than sometimes.

There was a tap on the door. “Come in, Alonzo.” His VP of operations either listened at his door or had ESP, but he always knew when Paolo was free. Of course, Alonzo had known him for thirty freaking years.

The door opened. Short, wiry Ramirez, who always wore high collars to cover his gang tattoos, stuck his head in the door. “We’ve got TechZel in the conference room in ten.”

“Trust me, I remember.” Paolo smiled at his oldest friend.

“This could be a big one.”

“Yep. Prestige and money. Hard combo to find.” Usually when they got to design big-style buildings, they lost their shirt trying to make an impact and win awards. This one had such a big budget, they might get recognition and still have some profit leftover. Of course, they didn’t have it yet.

Paolo stood and pulled on his linen sports coat. He was doing tech casual in honor of their soon-to-be client—he hoped. A few checks on social media suggested Moses Zeltan, CEO of TechZel, did California style to the max, and Paolo was nothing if not client oriented. “Showtime.”

He and Alonzo strode into the conference room where Moses Zeltan and two of his cohorts, both female, sat sipping something that looked suspiciously like kombucha, probably acquired by the omniscient Angie.

Paolo stepped forward, hand outstretched, “Mr. Zeltan, I’m Paolo Lind. Welcome.”

“Call me Mo. And this is Viveca and Dolly, my chief technical officer and my head of manufacturing, but you know they’re also really smart and have great taste and I hardly ever make a decision without them.”

Interesting. “This is my VP of operations, Alonzo Ramirez.”

“Well, now, hell. Are we diverse or what?”

For a second, Paolo froze. Did he mean Alonzo?

Zeltan laughed. “Two females, one of whom is black, a Hispanic, a gay Jew, and—” He cocked his head at Paolo. “I think you’ve got the map of the world in you, son.”

“I’m what you might call a gay mixing pot.” Paolo raised a brow.

“A regular Rainbow Coalition. So let’s get to work. How do you see my building?” He leaned forward, folded his hands in front of his bulldog chin like he was waiting for a story, and stared at Paolo and Alonzo as they sat.

“More importantly, Mo, how do you see your building? When someone walks inside, what do you want them to feel or know about TechZel and the people who work there?”

“Well, now, that’s a damned good question.” He glanced at the women, who stared back at him. “We’re a bunch of smart, honest people who design shit for other people smart enough to recognize the quality and superiority of our products and honest enough to pay us on time.”

Paolo sat back. “People for people, then.”

Zeltan looked at him with a quizzical expression. He glanced at the women. “Did you see how he did that? Dove right in on the heart.”

They both nodded and smiled.

“I like that. Yes, we create stuff that makes people’s lives better, and we try to make the lives of the people who work for us better too. Like you said, people for people.”

Paolo smiled. “So a ‘people building’ isn’t pure high tech. It’s got a human dimension.”

Dolly, the manufacturing person, who was probably sixty though a very fit and attractive woman, said, “Yes, a friendly space. Like in our assembly plants, I like to have something pretty for people to see. Something to inspire them and remind them what they’re working for.”

Paolo nodded. “I get that. Like the Japanese aesthetic of putting something living and beautiful in sight of every person.”

“Exactly.”

They plunged into more in-depth discussion. Mo never mentioned another architect or competition. Finally, as Mo and his team were gathering their stuff to leave, the suspense got to be too much. Paolo smiled. “So when will you be making a decision?”

“Decision?” Mo cocked his head.

“As to which firm you’ll go with.”

“We decided before we came here. We’re going with you—unless you fuck it up!” He laughed. “Hell, my pal Joseph tells me I’d be crazy to select anybody else. He’s usually right, so you’re in.”

Paolo caught his breath. “I’m delighted. We’re so excited to be working with you.”

“I can tell that, and it matters a hell of a lot.”

“You mentioned Joseph. You mean Joseph Osterlitz?”

“Of course. Old school buddy. He says you’re his boyfriend, right?”

Shit, this is how the corner feels. “We do date, yes. No engagement or anything.”

Mo winked. “Joseph and I go way back. So what happens next?”

For a second Paolo thought Mo was exploring his social life before he caught up. “Oh, we’d like to come over, tour your plant, interview the people you feel we should talk with, and get everything we need to provide an informed—no, let me say inspired design.”

“Sounds great. The girls and I will line up the people and coordinate with you on meeting times.”


Paolo glanced at “the girls,” who didn’t seem to bristle at being called that. Apparently no amount of sexist language could offset the power of being a VP.






Chapter Ten

 

 

PAOLO AND Alonzo saw Mo, Viveca, and Dolly to the door. After they left, Alonzo turned to Paolo. “Shit, boss, that’s one badassed new account.”

Angie, never known to fade into the background, shrieked, “Did we get it?”

Paolo nodded. “Yep. Looks like it.”

Angie pumped a fist into the air. “Yes!”

“You’re gonna have to thank your friend big-time for his vote of confidence. It sounds like that added a big plus in our column.” Alonzo fell in beside Paolo as they walked back to his office.

“Yeah, I guess I am.” He didn’t sigh loud enough for Alonzo to hear it.

“Want me to gather the staff for a celebration?”

“Wait until the contract is signed. Then we can load up the champagne.”

“Deal.” Alonzo walked into his office as they passed, and Paolo went on to his. He closed the door. Ecstatic—but he still felt like some tentacle reached out and wrapped around his ankle. Hissing breath between his teeth, he grabbed his phone and pressed a button.

“Mr. Osterlitz’s office.”

“Hi, Agatha, it’s Paolo Lind.”

“Hello, Mr. Lind.”

“Yes, please tell Joseph I cleared my schedule for Friday, and he can pick me up at six thirty or seven, whichever is best.”

“I’ll tell him, sir.” She giggled very softly. “I’m sure he’ll be delighted to hear it.”

Agatha. Ever the romantic. “Thanks.” He clicked off and leaned back in his chair. A lot of business was about the exchange of favors and influence. Sadly, he didn’t always like the favors he had to exchange.

He toggled his space bar and went back to the drawings on his desktop he needed to review before signing. His cell buzzed on the corner of his desk. Probably Joseph. Still staring at his screen, he grabbed the phone. “Hi. Look forward to seeing you.”

“Ish you seeing me, honey?” The familiar hoarse, husky voice scratched through the phone.

Damn. His fist tightened and his stomach clenched. “Hi, Mom.” He glanced to be sure he’d closed his office door. “What’s happening?” No, I really don’t want the answer.


“Couldja send me some more money, honey?” She giggled.

“You already had your allowance this month. Why do you need more?” Shit. Not again.

“I used it all up, honey. Need shom more.”

“I won’t give you money for booze, Mom. You know that.”

“Noooo, honey. I jusht needs more food and shit.”

“No, you don’t.” He sighed loudly. “Where’s Ida?”

“She went to get somefing.”

“I’m not sending more money, Mom. Get over it.”

“Dammit, Paul, I need it. You gotta send me more dough.”

He clicked the red End button. Fuck it! He searched for the number of the woman he paid to look after his mother, then dialed. It rang twice.

“Hello?”

“Ida, this is Paul Lindero. What’s going on with my mother?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Lindero. She’s drinking again. I tried to find it all, but she hides it everywhere.”

“Where are you right now? She just called me.”

“She’s in her room. I’m in the kitchen.”

“Okay. I told her I’m not sending more money. I assume you have enough.”

“Yes, sir. But I can’t be here every minute. You know how she is when she’s not sober.”

“Yes. Do the best you can.”

“Shall I try to get her back in the rehab facility?”

He gripped the bridge of his nose with two fingers and squeezed. “You know they won’t take her unless there’s an actual chance that she’ll comply with their program. They aren’t a jail.”

“Yes, I know.”

“So she probably has to get worse before she gets better.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Damn, she was doing so well. Okay, Ida. Thanks. Call me.” He clicked off and rested his head on the desk. His stomach knotted, then relaxed so much it gurgled, then back to a knot. Old familiar feelings. He wanted to kill her. He wanted to hide his head in her lap. Love and hatred flowed through him in equal measures, with a huge coating of resentment that he had to take care of her when she had never taken care of him. He sighed. And then came the fucking guilt for feeling that way.

Just when he was most excited to move ahead, he got reminded how totally he was chained to his past.

 

 

“BOBBY, I shouldn’t even be here.” Robin crossed his arms and hissed through his teeth, while trying not to snarl at the passersby in the aisles.

Bobby fussed with positioning one of the smaller canvases on the display wall. “You have to be. You know that. This reception is one of our biggest nights of business. I can’t manage it alone.”

“What about our client, who thinks I’m working? I mean, you’re working?”

“They’ll never know, and besides, you can’t work for a single client every minute.”

“Now you say that. What about when making that client happy was akin to the achievement of world peace?”

“Robin McMillan, you’re about to achieve world war. Stop grousing, dammit.”

Robin sighed. He was perched on the stool installed in the back corner of the display—actually just an open space with a back wall for art. While at the Sawdust Festival—the casual arts-and-crafts fair on the opposite side of Laguna Canyon Road from where they stood now—they had a full-on structure they’d built themselves, here at the upscale, juried Festival of the Arts, where they sold their big pieces, the setup was giant identical display walls. The festival also housed the famous living art show, the Pageant of the Masters, which attracted people from all over the world, even non-art lovers.

Since they were good enough and connected enough to make it into the festival, showing up for this kickoff reception for VIPs was de rigueur according to Bobby. For Robin, of course, that was French for nightmare. A whole evening of trying to smile. Usually his dark, goth style put off the very important people and he could just hide in the corner, but since he and Bobby were now sporting the same do, he had to listen to—

“Oh my God, look at you two. Your own mother couldn’t tell you apart.” That came from a seventyish lady with brilliant lavender hair who he knew he’d met before, but—he mentally shrugged.

Bobby rushed forward. “Mrs. Packington, how wonderful to see you.”

Oh right.

She broke out in smiles. “Well, aren’t you the sweet one to remember me.”

Bobby put a hand on his hip. “Mrs. P., you own our crimson landscape. How could I ever forget someone with such amazing taste?”

Or someone who’d paid their rent for three months.

“Bobby, you must come and see it in place. It’s truly extraordinary.”

“I can’t wait.” Bobby looked up with his bright eyes. “Darling, come and say hello to Mrs. Packington.”

Oh God. He slid off the stool and crossed the booth. “Hi, Mrs. P.”

“Robin, dear, what has ever possessed you two to style yourselves identically? Have you no mercy on our poor hearts?”

He flashed his most rakish grin. She really was a cool lady. Plus she loved their art. “They don’t call us Double Trouble for nothing.” In an excess of showmanship, he took Bobby’s hand and they both twirled in a fashionable dance, showing off Bobby’s trim gray suit and pink shirt and Robin’s black suit and purple shirt.

“You wicked boys.” She looked at the walls. “Now, what have you brought for me today?”

Bobby fluttered his lashes and turned pink in the cheeks. Mrs. Packington had bought one very expensive painting from them, but that was a year ago. “Is there a particular space you’re buying for?” He glanced at Robin as if telling him not to grimace. That was an interior decorator question and one Robin would never have asked, as Bobby well knew. Art wasn’t to match the drapes.

Mrs. Packington spread her arms. “With all this beauty, the only question to ask is, what am I going to leave for anyone else to buy?”

Robin snorted. Mrs. P. winked at him, and Bobby led her to their pieces, glowing with ecstasy.

Thank the gods for Bobby. Without him Robin would starve, and everything he painted would be hidden in an attic with sixteen black cats.

Robin wandered down the aisle a few feet to peer at a display of elaborate dimensional collages—beautiful but too strict for his taste. Someone oohing over art in another booth backed into him, and Robin cringed. The crowds were getting bigger. This party might be great for business, as Bobby insisted, but for Robin it was the worst of the worst. More about being seen than seeing. A lot of the VIPs had plenty of taste for the cheap champagne, but not much for the expensive art. He hurried back to his stool in the corner.

Bobby was saying, “I promise that after tonight I’ll take both pieces down so no one else even gets to look at them, okay? But we didn’t bring enough inventory to fill the spaces, so we’ll have to get some tomorrow. I’ll deliver the pieces to you next week and hang them myself.”

“Promise you won’t let anyone else even touch them, much less buy them.”

“I promise.”

“Don’t let him forget, Robin.”

He held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

“I think that’s the Brownies, but point taken.”

Bobby started processing the sale, and Robin stared at his shoes.

A voice from the aisle behind them said, “Thanks, I’ll have another glass of champagne.” Shit! Robin sat up straighter. I know that voice. He slid off the stool. Bobby was still deep in conversation with Mrs. Packington, using the mysterious tablet device to ring up her transaction. From the gleam in his eye, this had to be quite a few figures worth of sale. Damn. Can’t disturb him.

He grabbed a piece of notepaper from the small desk pushed against the wall and scribbled Paolo Lind is coming. Shouldn’t see us both. Pretend to be me.

He hurried over to Bobby and Mrs. Packington. “Excuse me. Take a quick look at this. I have to run off for a few minutes. It’s important.”

“But—”

He kissed a startled Mrs. P. on the cheek and took off at a jog in the opposite direction of Lind’s imminent arrival. As he turned the corner, he glanced back and caught the stunned look on Bobby’s face.

Shit. I can be him, but can he be me?

 

 

BOBBY’S GAZE zipped all over the aisle, then returned to Mrs. P. “So I’ll see you next week. I’ll call to set up a time. Since I’m also manning Sawdust, I’ll have to fit it in the cracks.”

“What’s Robin doing? Is the antisocial one leaving you in the lurch?” She smiled.

“Oh no, nothing like that. He’s just working on a commission.”

“How exciting.”

He scanned the aisle again. How the hell could he pretend to be Robin when Mrs. P. knew him so well?

“Are you all right, dear?”

“Oh yes, fine.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “There’s just someone here I’m a little nervous about seeing. Sorry if I seem antsy.”

“Oooh, is it a boyfriend or an ex?”

He giggled. “I wish. No, a client.” He looked around. “If he shows up, I have to be all straitlaced and professional, since he’s kind of a conservative guy.” There, that might explain his behavior in advance. But what if she called him Bobby? He glanced up and sucked air.

“What?”

“Don’t look. That’s him.”

Of course, she stared right at Paolo as he approached with a medium-height older guy. “Oh, I know him. That’s Paolo Lind, the architect. He’s a real genius, and I’ve heard he can be an SOB, but I’ve always found him charming. I understand that’s his boyfriend. Very rich. Hard to imagine that’s Paolo’s type.”

“Oh.” Well, that certainly punched his gut. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard acting like the melancholy brother.

“I’ll take off and let you deal with him, dear. Just make sure he doesn’t buy my paintings.”

“I promise.” But it was hard smiling and twinkling just then.

“Don’t worry. He’s harmless.”

“Right.” His smile died completely. Not so harmless when he held the key to their successful year and they were up to their eyes in twin lies. Of course, the mural was started, so it seemed unlikely Lind would fire them, but he could trash their reputation among those rich enough to afford their work.

He busied himself with papers on the teeny desk, but his spine tingled.

“Now this is good work, Joseph. Look at the power and composition.” Lind’s voice.

“If you say so. Just looks like a big jumble of colors to me. I don’t get this abstract shit.”

Lind’s sardonic tone crept into his voice. “True, it’s not dogs playing poker.”

“Don’t be a wiseass.” The guy laughed, but no mistake. That was an order.

Silence.

“Bobby?”

Ignore him.

“Bobby, is that you?”

Bobby looked around as if he’d been unaware of Lind. Desperately, he tried not to smile. “Uh, no.”

“Oh, Robin.” He looked disappointed, a little confused, and something else—like conflicted.

“We just had a brain fart and dyed our hair the same color. Haven’t done it since we were kids.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “See anything you like?” He could have been referring to the art.

The guy next to Lind stuck out his hand. “I’m Joseph Osterlitz.”

“McMillan. Robin McMillan.”

“You’re the painter? Of this?” He pointed to the walls.

“One of them. Me and my brother.”

Lind said, “Bobby’s—” He waved his hand.

“Painting.” He didn’t specifically say that he was doing the mural.

Lind turned to Osterlitz. “These are the artists I told you about who are doing the mural in my building.”

“Oh yeah. Well, I guess that’ll be about right for that building.” He laughed.

Bobby raised an eyebrow like Robin would. “Oh? You don’t like Mr. Lind’s building?”

“I go more for Mediterranean.”

Bobby gritted his teeth. What an asshole. “How very Orange County of you.” Most of the ultraconservative county liked to pretend it was the Italian Riviera.

Osterlitz missed the irony entirely. “Exactly. Hey, California tradition.”

Bobby channeled his brother hard and had fun doing it. “Not really, Mr. Osterlitz. California modern is the only original architecture in the state. Mr. Lind is a true innovator in California design.”

“If you say so.”

Lind looked surprised and a little crinkly at the corner of his eyes. He looked at Osterlitz. “Shall we go get more champagne?”

“Yes, that’s one thing guaranteed to be good.”

“Good to see you, Robin.”

Bobby inclined his head and stared after them as they walked away—slowly releasing his breath as they went. Sadly, watching that tall, lean figure in his perfectly tailored suit, his dick wanted to run along behind.






Chapter Eleven

 

 

ROBIN SIPPED champagne and hid inside the T-shirt and souvenir booth. Paolo would never come into that space. Wonder who that guy is with him? Hell, Paolo couldn’t have been much more flirtatious when he climbed the scaffold to visit “Bobby.” If this dude’s his boyfriend, what the hell is he doing making goo-goo eyes at another guy?

“Uh, Mr. McMillan?”

Robin whirled and came face to chocolate eyes with Dr. Micah Brown. “Oh, hi.” Jesus, was every handsome man in Orange County at the festival tonight? A really pretty young woman stood next to him, holding a T-shirt that read Art is Subversive. If Micah hadn’t said he was gay, Robin would have assumed a girlfriend.

He stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Robin McMillan.”

She dimpled. “Xaviera Brown. Micah’s big sister.”


Micah laughed. “I’m glad you introduced yourself, because I had no idea which twin you were.”

“You can’t tell us apart without our, uh, blood tests.” He would have said rectal exams, but there was a lady present.

“I’ll learn. Although your black hair did make it a lot easier.”

Robin shrugged. “I’m doing this hair for a job. Conservative client. I’ll revert, I’m sure.” He looked at Xaviera. “I agree with your T-shirt. Have you seen anything you like here?”

“A few things. Do you have some of your work at the festival?”

“Yes. My brother and I have a number of paintings in our booth.”

“Oh wow, can I see them?”

Robin glanced toward the gate. “Uh, sure.” He looked down the aisle that led toward their booth. No Lind. “Come on.”

Xaviera hopped a little and stepped up beside him as he walked. “How long have you been painting?”

“Since I was, like, three.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep. Finger paints in inappropriate places began my career.”

“If that’s the criteria, Micah’s Leonardo. Hell, that kid decorated every available surface with some indelible marker or other. Our parents had to paint the dining room six times.”

Robin looked back at Micah as he walked behind them and got the warm smile that poured liquid heat into his balls. He flashed back to sitting on the top of the scaffold with Paolo. Funny how he was attracted to both men, and both of them were attracted to Bobby. Couldn’t blame them, but damn, it made his chest hurt.

They approached the booth, and Robin glanced around to be sure he wasn’t barging straight into Paolo Lind. Bobby was gesturing wildly in that Bobby way as he spoke with a posh-looking young couple. The man and woman were laughing. No one could resist Bobby. Robin sighed just a little.

Robin called, “Hey, look who I found.”

Bobby glanced up, and his face lit. “Oh my gosh. I always said my doctor was an artist.” He squealed a little, bounded over, and kissed Micah on the cheek. Micah laughed around wide eyes, but that was Bobby. Bobby turned. “And who’s this?” He extended his graceful hand to Xaviera. “I’m Bobby. Don’t tell me you’re this gorgeous man’s girlfriend, or I’ll die of heartbreak.”

She laughed and took his hand. “I’m his sister, Xaviera. So glad to meet the other half of the famous twinset.”

“Darling, I feel like I should be wearing cashmere and pearls.” He pressed a hand on his chest.

She giggled. “You’re amazing.”

“Moi? But of course. But forgive me. These lovely people are Orlando and Marquette. I’ve been explaining that the painting they most want is already sold, but we have several of a similar theme and style in the studio and can deliver them to wherever they want whenever they want for their consideration.”

Marquette, a pretty blond with a Middle European accent, said, “But we will only be here a short time longer, and we want to buy the work and arrange for shipping.”

For a second Bobby looked exasperated. Not a common sight.

Robin glanced at Bobby. “What if I go to the studio now and get the other canvases?”

“Oh, would you, darling?” He looked at Marquette. “Can you stay around for a bit?”

“Oh yes, so much to see. We’ll be right back here in an hour, yes?”

Robin nodded. “Yes.”

They walked away, and Bobby turned to Robin with a hand on his forehead. “Thank you so much. Get over there fast.”

“Which piece did they like?”

Bobby walked to a cluster of three canvases, two of which Mrs. Packington had bought. “They like this one.” A symphony of blue in every shade and tone, the painting captured a mood somewhere between melancholy and transcendence. Robin had painted it in just such a mood—though he added most of the melancholy, while Bobby layered in the joy.

Robin nodded. “So shall I go for the blue or the mood?”

“Grab a couple of each. I want them to have some good choices.”

“Can I come?” Xaviera grinned. “I’d love to see a real artist’s studio.”

“Not much to see, but sure.”

She looked over her shoulder. “You want to come, Micah? Then we can see all the paintings.”

Micah glanced at Bobby—which kind of made Robin’s belly clench—then nodded. “Sure. That sounds great.”

“Okay, come on. We’ll go quick, and you can help me carry stuff back.”

They powered across the festival grounds. As they walked through the entrance, Micah said, “We can take my car.”

“Thank you. More room than my Prius. I have a pass to get you back in if we can’t find a space.” He looked at the ground. Funny, he felt a little shy. Not usually his style. Maybe because he knew Micah really wanted to stay there with Bobby.

Micah led the way to a shiny black Lexus. Robin walked to the back door.

“Oh no, get in front, Robin, so you can point the way. Xaviera can get in back.”

The inside of the car felt all cushy and comfortable. Robin ran a hand over the leather seats. “Nice.”

“Glad you like it.” Micah gave him the full blast of that glistening smile. The guy should have been a dentist.

Robin pointed, and Micah pulled out on the Canyon Road and turned left.

Okay, small-talk time. He gritted his teeth. “So, Xaviera, what do you do?”

She leaned forward between the seats. “You mean besides take care of my baby brother?”

“Unless that’s a full-time job.” She was cute.

“I’m the assistant to the president of a big nonprofit that seeks STEM training for girls, particularly those from the inner cities.”

“STEM?” Robin pointed toward a gravel lot coming up in a block. “Turn there.”

“Science, technology, engineering, and math.”

“Terrifying.”

“Sadly that’s what girls are taught to believe, and it keeps them out of many fields. Well, that and a heap of prejudice.”

“I know about prejudice.” He pointed. “Park there.”

Micah nodded. “So do we all.” He pulled the car into a clear spot on the gravel and stopped.

Xaviera gripped her hand on Micah’s shoulder, and he put his own hand over it momentarily. Seemed like more of a story there than the obvious issues facing a black, gay doctor. Robin glanced at Micah and got a little smile.

They walked across the lot, and he keyed open the single-story building he and Bobby used as a studio. The door squeaked as he pushed inside and turned on the lights they’d installed to simulate daylight. Of course, when the sun shone, the skylights provided all the illumination they needed. The concrete floor that at one time qualified as polished looked speckled with a hundred shades of paint, and aside from a big worktable, the rest of the room was furnished mostly with painting supplies and canvases standing on the shelves and display rails that lined the walls.

Xaviera wrinkled her nose. “That’s quite a smell. Doesn’t it bother you?”

Robin shook his head. “Oil paint, turpentine, and linseed oil—the scent of our existence. We don’t even smell it.”

She walked around the big room, staring at the paintings. “Wow, did you do all these?”

“Me, Bobby, and most often, both of us.”

“I don’t know much about art, but these look really good to me.”

The voice came from behind Robin like a long sigh. “They are.”

Robin glanced back at Micah, who gazed at the walls like he was in church. Robin raised an eyebrow. “Thanks.”

Micah laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I said that out loud. It’s just that the wall decorating Xaviera told you about morphed into a real amateur love of art. Even while I was up to my ears in science and biology, I always managed to slip in a little art appreciation and art history. That’s why I came to the festival tonight.”

Xaviera nodded. “Truth. He’s a real aficionado. When he’s a rich, famous doctor, I bet he spends all his money buying art.”

Robin didn’t want to admit what a warm glow that gave him.

Micah shook his head. “I’ll never be a rich, famous doctor. I’m a GP, for crap’s sake.” He shrugged. “But I could easily turn out art-poor.”

Xaviera swept her hand in a circle. “So which ones shall we take?”

Robin pulled two medium-sized canvases down, both of which had blur motifs. He held them up. “You saw the paintings that couple liked. What do you think? Will they appreciate these as much?”

“Oooh yeah, I think so.”

Micah shook his head. “Possibly not since the one in the booth has that yin-yang quality. Sadness and joy. These have a lighter mood.” He smiled. “I’d guess Bobby painted them.”

Robin stared at Micah. Damn. Who really got that—except him and Bobby? “Yes, that’s true.”

Micah smiled at the painting like he wanted to pet it. “So light and full of joy.” He blinked and glanced up. “The buyers may not know that’s what they like about that other painting, but—” He turned in a circle, then pointed at a canvas all deep gray and golden yellow. “There. That has a lot of the same feeling.”

Son of a bitch, if he wasn’t right on. “Yes.” Robin pulled down the canvas, set it on the floor and then grabbed another. “This one too.”

Micah looked at it seriously. “I agree.”

Robin almost laughed. Their own art critic. So cute.

They hauled the canvases out to the Lexus, laid them carefully in the trunk, and returned to the festival. By the time they got approval to go through the gate with their treasures and trotted back to the booth, Bobby was looking a bit frantic. “Took you a while.” Robin gave him a look, and Bobby backed down. Bobby flashed his best dimpled grin at Micah. “Thank you so much for helping.”

Micah’s honey gaze rested gently on Bobby. “My pleasure.” He seemed to wake from a trance, flashed a look at Xaviera, and amended it to, “Our pleasure.”

Yep, the guy is clearly gone on Bobby. And how does that make you feel, Mr. Robin McMillan? Answer? Happy for his brother, but otherwise like crap. Of course, feeling like dog doo didn’t qualify as unusual for Robin. It’s a dog doo world.

Xaviera said, “There are still some artists I want to see. Thank you so much for taking us to the studio, Robin. That was great.”

He nodded.

Micah looked at him, his gaze bounced off Bobby, and then he returned to Robin. “Maybe we’ll drop back later and see if you’re still here.”

 

 

MICAH WALKED down the irregular aisles admiring the art, but he kept wanting to look back toward the twins’ booth. What was it about the McMillans? Damn if they didn’t make his palms sweat.

Xaviera looked everywhere. She really seemed to be enjoying herself. He was glad. They didn’t get a chance to do much together; they both worked so hard. She said, “It was fun going to the art studio. I think Robin was very impressed that you were so perceptive about their style and tone.”

“I doubt it.” He shrugged one shoulder—but it still made his heart thump. Wonder if Robin will say anything to Bobby? Probably not. Not his style.

Xaviera said, “You like those guys, don’t you?”

He started but stared intently at a painting of flowers he didn’t even like. “What? Oh yes, they’re very nice. Smart and talented. What’s not to like?”

She laughed softly. “I’ll bet a lot of people could find things not to like.”

He frowned. “Why? Don’t you like them?”

She held up a hand. “I think they’re great. But they’re very much who they are. They don’t adapt to their environment. You either appreciate them as they are or you don’t—like Dad said. That’s all I mean.”

“Yeah, that’s why I like them so much.”

She cocked her head and smiled. “You thinking of hooking up with a patient, Dr. Brown?”

“Not really, because I’d ask Dad to continue treating whichever one I date, so technically not my patient.” He blew out a breath. “Bad idea, right?”

“Not at all. I just never knew your type before—you’re so clandestine about your relationships.”

“What relationships?” He stared into a cabinet of art jewelry that practically glowed. “If I’d ever met anyone I felt seriously about, I would have brought him home. As it is, I never wanted to risk it.”

Frown lines popped out between her eyebrows. She knew right what he meant.

“So you’re thinking of dating Robin?”

“No. Bobby.”

She pursed her lips but said nothing.

“What?”

“It’s just—” She speared him with her gaze. “If you ever decide to bring him home, you’ll never see Jeremy again. Not that Jeremy deserves your consideration, but sadly those are the facts. I get the feeling you’re attracted to both brothers. Why not take the easier route? Robin’s less—flamboyant.”

“You should have seen him when I first met him. Total goth. Pitch-black hair well below his ears, black eyeliner, a skull in his nose. I doubt he’d go over well in Jeremy world.”

“Better than—what did you call it?—unicorns barfing rainbows?”

Micah tried to look engrossed in some collages. Am I equally attracted to them? Robin has that whole intensity thing going—but there’s just something about Bobby. Like I’d never be sad again. Still, that moment on the table when Robin’s cock took over the planet certainly was—memorable. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I mean, if I’m wrong and you really prefer one over the other, go with your heart and Jeremy be damned.”

“Jeremy won’t like either of them.”

“True.”

“But I guess he and Robin share more worldview. If Jeremy insulted Robin, he’d get told where to get off.”

“Yeah. Probably.”

“Thanks for the advice.” Question was, would he take it?

He walked with Xaviera through the rest of the booths at the festival, but he barely saw them. Once he asked one brother out, the die was cast. It would be odd to switch twins, plus then he’d lose both patients. He could imagine in erotic detail having sex with Robin, but that optimistic enthusiasm of Bobby’s—hell. Of course, that was assuming either of them wanted to go out with him. At least Robin didn’t really want Micah for a doctor, so he’d probably be glad to have the “other” Dr. Brown back.


“Let’s go back to the twins’ booth.” She nudged him. “Maybe it’ll help you make a decision.”






Chapter Twelve

 

 

ROBIN GLANCED at his watch. How much longer? The damned event ended at eleven. Another fucking hour.

Bobby waved at a man who’d stopped to inquire about one of their paintings, then walked over to Robin. “Oh my God, dear, this has been such a great night. If we sold like this all the time, we’d be set.”

“That couple sure loved the substitutes we brought from the studio.”


“I know! They bought two. Just great.”

“Let me remind you that we didn’t sell. You did. You’re amazing, and I’d starve without you.”

“Nonsense. People would beat you out of your cave and demand to buy your gorgeous art. You’re a genius.”

Robin wrapped an elbow around Bobby’s neck and gave him a quick hug. How did he get so lucky as to have this man for a brother?

“Hey, you guys.”

Robin looked up to see Xaviera pushing through the crowd toward him with Micah following. His cock shivered. Well, that’s what it felt like.

Behind him, Bobby called, “Hiiii, you two. Did you have fun?”

“Oh yes.” Xaviera grinned and glanced at Robin.

Micah looked—serious, thoughtful, conflicted? Wonder what happened?

Xaviera took Bobby by the arm. “Can I ask your opinion on a painting I saw?”

“Uh, sure.” His eyes got big. “I can only be a minute, though, because Robin hates meeting the public.”

She looked back at Micah, then at Robin. “It’ll only take a minute.” She pulled Bobby down the aisle.

For a second Micah stood like one of the statue impersonators in the pageant. Then he shook himself, took a breath, and walked over to Robin. “Uh, my sister, in her not-very-subtle way, was providing a space for me to ask if you’d like to have dinner with me sometime.”

Robin swallowed his breath and coughed. “M-me?”

“I’m afraid you’d have to switch back to my father as your doctor for the time being, but I don’t think you’d mind that. You didn’t really want me manhandling your balls to begin with.”

Robin’s heart beat so fast he had to take a long breath just to get words out, but he managed a half grin. “At least not in a medical context.”

Micah snorted, but he sounded oddly nervous. “Unless your blood tests show something, you’re probably finished with doctoring, for the time being anyway.” His Adam’s apple jumped.

“Uh, well, I think I have to say I’ll let you know. Would that be okay?”

“Oh, of course.” Did he look sorry or relieved?

“I just need to, uh—I need to sort a couple of things out.” Like his brother hating him forever. “May I have your number? I’ll call or text.”

Micah reached out a hand, and Robin put his phone into it. He glanced at Robin with those deep, warm eyes. “You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”

“No. I’m not a cheater.” He tried to control his frown.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that. I mean—I don’t know what I meant.” He bared his teeth like a sheepish wolf.

Robin chuckled. “It’s okay. With my reputation, you could think most anything.”

There was that Adam’s apple again. Micah handed the phone back just as Robin saw Bobby walking down the aisle, deep in conversation with Xaviera. Robin nodded subtly toward Micah, who looked up, eyes widened, and he let out a loud breath.

Robin walked forward. “Did you see something you liked?”

Xaviera wrinkled her nose. “Bobby convinced me to never buy art just because of the colors, so no, I left it where it was.”

Robin smiled—maybe a little too broadly. Weird. He only had one big secret he’d kept from Bobby most of his life. Now he had another one, and he didn’t like it. Was it worth being a little clandestine to get a cock in Micah Brown’s ass? He stared at the hard-bodied doctor and let out a soft sigh. Maybe for a little while.

Micah said, “I guess we better get going. Great seeing you both.” He smiled at Bobby, then glanced at Robin, but his gaze flicked away pretty fast. Odd he seemed so nervous.

Xaviera waved. “Thank you again for the trip to the studio. Hope I see you again soon.” They walked away into the thinning crowd.

Bobby sighed. “My goodness, she’s as nice as he is.”

“Seems to be. She got a big kick out of the studio.”

“Did Micah like it?”

Robin cleared his throat. “Yes, he apparently loves art. That’s why he came to the festival. He was amazingly good at identifying the pieces that were similar in style or theme to the one Mrs. Packington bought. I was really surprised.”

“Oh my, that makes him just about perfect, doesn’t it?”

Well, shit.

Bobby walked to the desk and looked through cards they’d collected for their mailing list. “Did any customers come by while I was gone?”

“No. I don’t think so. I mean, no one said anything to me.”

Bobby gave him a long-suffering smile.

“I honestly don’t think I lost us any sales.”

“Yes, well, I never did figure out exactly why Xaviera dragged me away. I can’t seriously believe she was planning to buy that piece of kitsch.” He shrugged. “I told her to come see me at the Sawdust and we could look at some fun things she might be able to afford.”

“That’s nice.”

Bobby looked up. “Are you okay? You seem distracted.”

“No, fine. Just a long time with a lot of people.”

“We can go soon. I’d let you leave, but I want to take the more mobile pieces with us. There’s security, but I still prefer to help people resist temptation.”

“Let’s go soon. I want to start working on the mural tomorrow before office hours begin.”

“Ugh. How early is that?”

“Six or seven.”

“Yuck.”

Despite being sunshine incarnate, Bobby hated mornings.

And he might hate Robin if he discovered Micah had asked him out.

 

 

ROBIN WIPED a drip of perspiration from his forehead under the floppy beige bangs Bobby had so carefully styled for him. Jesus, Bobby had even crawled out of bed at 6:00 a.m. to be sure Robin looked enough like him to pass muster. Then his eyes had closed on his way back to the mattress.

Robin didn’t mind mornings, despite his preference for all things dark. Plus the quiet in the building lobby attracted him at this hour, before people started arriving for work. The guard had let him in, then returned to his little cubicle of an office. Robin had the silence to himself.

Silence to paint—and think. What the hell was he going to do about Micah? Bobby cooed over Micah like he’d met the love of his life—but truthfully, he’d kind of gushed over Paolo Lind as well. Bobby wanted a steady guy so badly he’d probably find something sexy about King Kong, but he did seem fond of the doctor. Shit. What do I say? No? No, I can’t go out with you because it will break Bobby’s heart? What about my heart? Right, I don’t have one, so who cares? He stared at the partially completed mural. No answers, so I might as well paint.

The deep blues on his brush swiped across the canvas surface, pulled more by inspiration than intention—like diving into midnight at the bottom of the sea. Though it looked black, a million colors swam in its depths.

The sound of the front door unlocking pulled Robin from the depths. Somebody’s here early. He picked up more paint, in deep green this time, and daubed it onto the sea of blue.

“Uh, Bobby?”

What? Damn. Robin shook his head to clear it and sucked in a Bobby breath. “Up here.” He dropped his hand over the edge of the scaffold and waggled it in a true Bobby gesture while he came to terms with channeling his brother.

“I can’t climb up. I’m suited today.”

Robin looked down. “You sure are.” Fuck, the man is gorgeous. Like looking down at some fashion model—a sexy fashion model who made porn videos on the side. “Shall I come down?”

“Could you? I know you’re busy, but I’ll only take a minute of your time.”

Robin climbed over the edge and headed—make that tailed down the ladder. How exactly could that man be such an asshole to him and so nice to Bobby? Jesus, he was practically deferential.

As Robin approached the bottom, he hopped the last couple of rungs and wiped his paint-smeared gloved hand on his equally paint-smeared jeans. “Hi. I won’t shake hands.” He wiggled his fingers in the glove. “It’s too hard to get them back on.”

“No problem.”

“You’re here early.”

“You too.” Paolo smiled, and for a second Robin got sucked into the craterous dimples and lost.

“Oh, uh, yes. I want to get as many of the big forms done before people arrive as possible. That way I can stay more inconspicuous during the day. Plus there’s just not much time to complete a project of this scope.”

“I know we’ve made it hard on you.”

“Yes.” Bobby would have said more placating things, but it made Robin’s teeth itch to let the dude off without a tiny pencil in the eye.

Paolo seemed to swallow hard, so Robin lightened the moment with a small smile. Bobby would be proud.

“So I was wondering, uh, if you might consider having dinner with me sometime.”

Robin’s mouth literally fell open. This could not be happening. Two men in twenty-four hours. The two most beautiful guys he’d maybe seen in his whole life.

No, wait, he’s not asking you out. He’s asking Bobby out. Robin’s turn to swallow, and then he remembered and frowned. “Don’t you have a boyfriend?”

“Oh, so Robin told you.”

He put a hand on his hip. “He certainly did, and I’m no home-wrecker, thank you very much.”

“I respect that. It’s just that the relationship is complicated.”

“Aww, doesn’t he understand you?” Robin gave him a vicious glower.

Paolo held up a hand. “Actually he doesn’t, but the truth is, I’m using him unfairly because I don’t really care for him, but he’s important to a client of mine and so I went to the festival with him.” His chest expanded and contracted. “But I’m breaking up with him. I know I jumped the gun by asking you before I did the breaking up, but I seldom see you when a lot of other people aren’t around, and I took the chance.”

Would Bobby want to go out with Paolo Lind? Oh hell yes! It just might soften another blow as well. “All right. Give me your number and I’ll give you mine. Text me when you’ve broken up with the ‘other man’—” He made quotation marks in the air and said it with full snark. “—and I’ll decide if I want to go out with a guy who’s a gold digger.”

“Ooh, ouch. I guess I deserve that.” He said it seriously.

“I’ll be frank. I’m not sure why you’d even want to go out with me. I’m not rich and have no social standing. I’m probably a lot of things that many people you know don’t appreciate. So if you decide to change your mind, I’ll understand.”

Paolo stared at him, transfixed. Well, shit, I forgot to be Bobby. He waved a hand in the air. “After all, darling, you should be so lucky.” He wagged his butt. “Maybe I’ll hear from you. Ta.” He walked back to the scaffold and began to climb, but his palms were so damned sweaty he had trouble gripping.

“Bobby.”

Robin looked down.

“You’ll hear from me.” Paolo smiled and icebergs melted in Alaska.

Sweet Jesus, how much more tangled could this deception get?

 

 

PAOLO RODE up the elevator, ignoring the two other people who stared at the moving numbers. What the hell am I thinking? Did I learn that my client chose us because of Joseph’s recommendation or not? Shit. Alonzo will kill me if I cut the ties.

The elevator doors opened, and he stepped out into the quiet of an early morning office. Good. Time to collect his thoughts. He marched down the aisle to his office, unlocked it, and settled in behind his desk. Might as well get to work on the TechZel building. That one would be fun. He could think while working. That’s how he got his best ideas.

He opened the set of notes and specs Alonzo had forwarded from the meeting. Since Joseph and I aren’t exclusive, how do I “break up” with him? Clearly, if he wanted to go out with Bobby, he needed to show good faith, but what would satisfy him? And why the hell was going out with Bobby McMillan so important?

He sat back in the chair and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Dayum. Is the burden that heavy, esé?”

Paolo looked up and smiled. “No rest for the wicked, my man.”

Alonzo came in and crashed into a guest chair, one leg draped over the arm. When clients or even staff were around, Alonzo modeled professionalism. When it was just the two of them, he reverted to their casual style. “So what’s up?”

Did he want to tell his friend, whose future depended on the success of the company, that he was thinking of compromising their new account for a piece of ass? Paolo shrugged.

“No way, man. I don’t see you looking beat down much. Tell me.”

He needed perspective. Alonzo had provided that for—ever. “Okay.” He puffed a breath. “You know how Mo said he hired us because of Joseph’s recommendation?”

“Uh, not my interpretation, but tell me more.”

Paolo widened his eyes. “Oh, okay. Well—” Shit. “Uh, there’s this guy I want to date, and he won’t go out with me if I have a boyfriend, so I’m thinking of breaking it off with Joseph.” He ducked and covered his head with his arm.

“Ooookay, then.” Alonzo raised his dark eyebrow, a gesture they’d copied from each other.

“Crappy idea, huh?” He came out from under his arm but stared at the fingerprints on his glass desktop.

Silence.

Paolo looked up. Alonzo gazed at him. “When was the last time I heard you say you had a guy you wanted to take out?”

Paolo shrugged.

“I think it was in the neighborhood, man. Remember that twink you liked and you told me you had to get out or you’d never be able to live your life?”

“Yeah. Little Juli. I had such a crush on him.” He smiled.

“Yeah. So you got out of the neighborhood and you went to school and you started a business and you brought me with you and you saddled yourself with your mom. Shit, you’re a regular Scarlett O’Hara saying ‘I’ll never go hungry again.’”

“I can’t believe you’re quoting Margaret Mitchell.”

“Hell, I love that movie, esé. But hear me. You said you’d never live your own life if you couldn’t get out. So you got out.”

“Yeah?”

“Time to start living.”

“But the TechZel building?”

“I don’t think Mo hired us because of your friend, but even if he did….” Alonzo spread his hands. “He decides to fire us, his loss.”

“Tell that to the employees.” Paolo cocked half a smile.

“None of the employees are asking you to screw somebody you don’t like or pass up somebody you do to keep an account.”

Paolo bent his head and wiped a hand over his neck. “I haven’t lost my taste for twinks.”

“Good. It’ll help make up for all the ones you passed up.”

“Let me think on it.”

“Okay, but don’t think too long. No point letting one get away.”

Paolo looked up and grinned. “You’re one helluva friend.”

“Back at’cha, my man.” He stood. “So who’s the guy?”

“The artist working in the lobby on the mural.”

“I heard you didn’t like him.”

“This’s his brother. Twin brother.”

“No shit?”

“They’re identical in looks but opposite in personality.”

“I’ll be damned. Next time I go through the lobby, I’ll look up.” He winked. “So we need to get to work on a design concept.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll assemble the troops for a preliminary.”

Paolo nodded, and Alonzo left the office.

Good friend. But it was one thing to have your best friend accept your romantic idiocy. The rest of the world? Another story.

He gathered his materials and headed for the brainstorming room, complete with walls of marker board, tons of coffee, and even play toys in the middle of the table to stimulate ideas. Alonzo sat there already, and a sheet of paper lay in front of every chair. Paperless worked for records, but creatives needed a place to doodle. The design team filtered in and started reading the parameters for TechZel.

Zeke, one of their young design wizards, raised his arms. “Man, this is flippin’. Totally clutch. We get to do this cool building, all high-tech and bleeding edge?”

Alonzo smiled at him, but Paolo felt a little crease between his brows. If Mo really respected Joseph’s opinion so much, how high-tech and “bleeding edge” could he really be? “I don’t want to go overboard. The CEO was referred to us by a guy who thinks Mediterranean is classic, clean, and always a good choice. Our TechZel guy may consider himself groundbreaking, but we better not test his resolve.”

Alonzo said, “You really think so, Paolo? I got the feeling that he responded well to your suggestions and came to us because he wants to think outside the Orange County box.”

“Yeah, well, we can round off a few corners, but let’s not create a trapezoid, okay?”

Alonzo shrugged, and the team began discussing parameters and how they could fit into city codes.

Paolo participated, but half his brain drifted down to the lobby and climbed the tall scaffold.






Chapter Thirteen

 

 

ROBIN LAY on his bed in the very early morning light and stared at the ceiling. His fingers itched to call Micah and say yes, but no go. (A)—he hadn’t heard from Paolo Lind, and (B)—he hadn’t told Bobby one effing thing about the whole colossal mess.

The soft tap on his door made him start. Much too early for Bobby. “Is that you?”

The door pushed open, and Bobby hung on the doorframe like Lauren Bacall. “Rooobin. Who else would it be?”

Robin snorted a laugh. “Yes, dear? What are you doing up at this hour?”

“I want to know what’s wrong.”

“With what?”

“You.”

“Uh, nothing.” He sat up and brushed at his sweatshirt as if it might wrinkle. Right.

“Come on, you haven’t been yourself for at least a day. You’re being jumpy and secretive, and that makes me scared.”


“Scared?” He frowned. “Come here and sit.”

Bobby crossed the room and plopped down next to Robin, who put an arm around him.

“What have I done to make you scared?”

“When I ask you something, you won’t look at me.” He snuggled against Robin’s side. “It always makes me feel like I used to when you’d come back from your weekends at Uncle Harold’s.”

Robin’s breath caught and he tried not to tense. “There’s no reason to be scared. Everything’s fine.” He pointed at the headboard. “Get comfortable and I’ll tell you what’s happening, okay?”

Bobby’s brows lowered over his eyes, but he crawled to the top of the bed and sat, pulling one of Robin’s bed cushions against his chest like a shield.

Robin smiled. “Seriously, there’s nothing bad.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” He sighed loudly. Twin ESP. No way to beat it. “Okay, here’s what happened. Paolo Lind asked you out.”

“What?” The pillow dropped from his hands.

“Right. He asked you to go to dinner. But since we saw him with that other guy, I told him that you weren’t going to go out with a man who already has a boyfriend, and if he wanted to go out with me—uh, you—he has to divest himself of said boyfriend.”

“What!” His big blue eyes consumed his face. “Wait. Just wait.” He pressed a hand against his chest and sucked in air. “What you’re saying is that Paolo asked you to ask me if I’d go out with him?”

“No, dear, of course not. He thinks I’m you.”

His brows, which currently rested somewhere near his shaggy bangs, lowered. “So he asked you to go to dinner.”

“No. I’m pretending to be you, remember? Your idea. And I’m doing a damned good job of it, if I do say so.”

“You really think he believed he was asking me?”

“Of course. He hates me, remember?”

He ran a thumb over his chin. “True.”

How to hurt a guy.

“But you took it on yourself to tell him I wouldn’t date him unless he broke up with what’s-his-name? Without even asking me?”

Robin crossed his arms. “Bobby, I couldn’t exactly say ‘Let me call my brother, whom I’m pretending to be, and ask him if he minds if you two-time your boyfriend in order to go out with him.’”

“I suppose not. What did he say when you delivered this ultimatum?”

“First, that he respected it.” He glanced up. “I’ve got to tell you that he confessed he dates what’s-his-name because he’s good for business.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. But I told him he’d be lucky to get you—uh, me. You. You know what I mean. I said maybe I’d hear from him.”

Bobby flopped over on the bed in a heap. “Oh, Robin, I understand you did it to protect me, but did you have to wreck my chances completely? He’s really gorgeous. And smart. And successful.”

Triple agreement on that. And even nice—when he isn’t around me. Robin flashed a huge smile. “Well, he did say he’d be calling you for sure.”

Bobby sat up like a shot. “He did?”

“Yep.”

“Oh my God, oh my God. Why didn’t you say that, you nasty boy?”

“To torture you.” He reached out and brushed hair from Bobby’s forehead. “And because you need to know how it went down, since he thinks he was talking to you the whole time.”

“Oh my.” He flopped again, but this time with a blissful smile that made Robin’s stomach lurch a little. Don’t be stupid. You have Micah. Bobby sighed. “What do you think I should wear? Maybe I should call him and tell him that I understand the need to maintain business relationships and that doesn’t completely rule out my seeing him?”

“Bobby, I was pretty firm. Don’t compromise on this issue.”

“Oh, Robin.” He curled his legs and folded up to sitting cross-legged. “You’re the uncompromising one. Not me.”

Robin sighed softly. “Well, in this case, I think I got you what you really want. He seemed to like it.”

“I haven’t gotten any texts saying he’s free to date me.” He stuck out his bottom lip, then smiled.

“You will.” I hope.

“So this is what you’ve been so weird about?”

“Well, I wanted him to text or call before I told you, but you wheedled it out of me.”

“When did all this happen?”

“Yesterday.”

“I suppose it might take a little time to break up with what’s-his-name.”

“Yes. I guess so.”

His eyes widened again. “You think he’s not going to call me, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t. I mean, I do. I’m sure he is.” I hope. I hope. And if he doesn’t, I can’t really go out with Micah.

“Oookay.” He dragged himself off the bed and started toward his room.

“I’ve got an idea.”

He looked back. “What?”

“Since you’re up, why don’t you go to the building and paint? I saw Paolo yesterday morning early. He just might use the same opportunity to talk to you again.”

“God! At this hour? Only if you make coffee.”

“Deal.”

He grinned. “Ooh, fun. I’ve never looked forward to painting at the crack of dawn before.”

“Get going or you might miss him.”

Bobby hurried to the door, then paused. He looked over his shoulder coyly. “Robin, when you went to the studio with Micah and his sister, did he ask anything about me?”

Well, damn. “No, dear. We moved pretty fast, so he wouldn’t have had a chance.”

“Yes, I suppose.” He trotted back to his bedroom.

Hellfire. Apparently even the charms of the glacial ice god weren’t enough to erase the power of Micah Brown. But then again, the opposite also seemed to be true.

 

 

VERTIGO. HOW the hell does Robin go up and down this scaffold like a damned monkey and never get dizzy?

Bobby pushed his box of favorite brushes up over the lip of the scaffold and breathed a sigh that everything else was already there. He hauled himself up and sat with his eyes closed, just breathing. Hot too.

Quit bitching. It’s just for a little while. He opened his eyes. Holy cow. The mural glowed in front of him, deep, mysterious, brilliant, and oh so Robin. It’s gorgeous, but I think it needs a little Bobby.

He fished in the box of brushes for the mirror he’d packed specially, pulled it out, and checked to be sure his hair hadn’t gotten mussed in the climb and his makeup looked good in this light. Oh yeah. He stashed it away and picked up a brush. Time to Bobby this mural.

Squeezing yellow onto the palette paper, he mixed it with thick white, then blazed it through the heart of darkness. Yes! While he didn’t claim to be the talent Robin was, he knew his viewpoint added to their compositions. They weren’t twins for nothing. He let his mind flow free until he was practically dancing across the scaffold, flowing paint onto the mural, the long climb up forgotten.

“Whoa!” The scaffold began to shake, and Bobby staggered back toward the wall. “Hello?”

A head popped over the top of the ladder. “It’s me.”

Bobby gazed at the architectural perfection of Paolo’s face. He grinned. “And such a pretty me, I’ll even forgive you for nearly scaring me to death.”

For a second Paolo’s brilliant eyes widened. Uh-oh, did I say the wrong thing? Then Paolo smiled. “Well, you’re in a charming mood this morning.”

Okay, Bobby, tone it down a little. He crossed his arms. “Sorry, I was flying through space on the mural.”

Paolo propped his hip and sat on the scaffold while he left his legs dangling in the air, which made Bobby a little antsy. He gazed at the mural. “Amazing additions to the piece. I love the introduction of light.”

“I’m glad.” That was sure true. He squatted down near Paolo.

Paolo looked down at his hands. “So I wanted to tell you that I, uh, broke off with Joseph, uh, the man your brother saw me with. I’ll confess it would be overstating to say I broke up with him, because we were never really exclusive. But I did turn down his most recent invitation with the proviso that I was seeing someone else.”

Bobby pressed a hand to his breastbone. “Well, bless your heart.”

“I hope that does the job.” He smiled and gave Bobby a sideways look.

“Well, of course. I’d never turn down such a sincere expression.”

“Good. So you’ll have dinner with me?”

Bobby waved a hand. “Put me on the menu, darling.”

Again he got that slightly startled expression, but Paolo smiled. “Excellent. Are you free Friday?”

“Well, never free but damned reasonable, as my daddy used to say.”

This time Paolo burst out laughing. “You always amaze me.”

“I hope that’s good.”

“Definitely. Can I pick you up? Perhaps we can dance or go to a show after dinner.”

“Oh, I love to dance.”

“We’ll plan on it. Where do you live?”

“Laguna Beach. I can meet you if it’s out of your way.”

“Not at all. I live in Crystal Cove.”

“Give me a number and I’ll text you the address.”

Paolo cocked his head. “I gave you my number, remember?”

“Oh, of course.” He showed his teeth. “Bet I could get big bucks selling it to admirers.”

Paolo flashed a little crease between his brows but gave a tight half smile. “Not likely.”

Bobby bit his tongue. Quit trying so hard to be cute. “I’ll text the address.”

“I’ll look forward to it. Do you like Rick’s?”

“Love it.”

“Uh, do you live alone or—?”

“I live with Robin.”

“I see.” Whoa. That crease showed up big-time.

Bobby shrugged. “We really do a lot of things together. I mean, even when we’re apart we know how the other one feels, so we figure we might as well be together.”

“Amazing.” He looked up and the crease was gone. “See you Friday.” He smiled and their eyes met, sending a bolt of shivers down Bobby’s spine. Paolo said, “And probably before. Bye, beautiful.” He swiveled and planted his feet on the ladder.

“Oh my.” Bobby sighed long and loud.

Paolo laughed all the way down to the floor.

Bobby plopped backward onto his butt. That man is sex on two feet! He fanned himself. But he makes me nervous and I say stupid things. He glanced at his watch. Damn. He cleaned the brushes he’d been using in a mason jar of turp and tightened a lid on it, packed up his supplies, and peeked over the edge of the scaffold to be sure Paolo wasn’t around. A couple of people hurried through the front doors and rushed to the elevators. Probably getting toward late-to-work time.

No Paolo.

He hooked his bag of supplies over his neck and very carefully planted his feet on the ladder, then crawled down ever so slowly. Man, the less he had to do that, the better. Yes, he’d like to be the one seeing Paolo every day, but he didn’t envy Robin’s hours on the hot-as-shit platform in the sky.

When his feet happily hit terra firma, he glanced around, then scampered across the lobby and out the door. The Prius stood near the curb, out of sight of the lobby. The motor was probably running, but you could never tell with that car. Bobby peered in the window, saw Robin, opened the door, and leaped in. “Go!”

As he put on his seat belt, Robin took off in a blaze of hybrid whirring. “So did it work? Was he there?”

Bobby punched the air. “Yes!”

Robin glanced over. For one second his expression was… odd… but then he smiled. “And I gather he took advantage of your early a.m. presence.”

“Yep. He crawled his beautiful ass all the way up that scaffold, told me he’d declined an invitation from Mr. Rich and Powerful, and asked me to dinner.”

“Fantastic. I hope you made him grovel just a little.” He chuckled.

“Well, not too much, but I gather you’d already put him through some flaming hoops.”

“Yeah.” He turned right onto the freeway exit that led to the Canyon Road. “There’s one thing.”


“What?”

“I don’t know what it is, but there’s something about the guy that suggests to me that he kind of likes a challenge. Don’t make things too easy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Bobby stared out the windshield. What shall I wear Friday?

“Of course, he hates me, so what do I know?”

Bobby laughed. Glad I didn’t have to say that. “By the way, remember to give me his phone number.”

They drove quietly for a couple of minutes as Bobby planned his wardrobe.

“Uh, Bobby.”

“Yes, dear?”

“I wanted to tell you—damn!” Robin braked hard behind a Beemer that pulled from the parking lot across the road and cut through both lanes of traffic. “Sorry. The asshole.”

“Whew. Glad you were driving.” Bobby and rush-hour traffic were always a little dicey. “So what did you start to say before we were so rudely interrupted?” He laughed.

“Uh, right. Well, it’s kind of surprising. A real shock, actually—”

Bobby looked at him with wide eyes. “What?”

“A good shock.”

“Robin, dammit, spit it out.”

“Micah Brown asked me to dinner.” Robin’s knuckles on the wheel seemed to get a little tighter, and he stared through the windshield intently.

Socked in the gut. Bobby’s eyesight went fuzzy for a second as he held his breath to keep from screaming. “Oh, wow.” Come on, stop being stupid. “That’s amazing. Great. When did that happen?”

“Uh, actually at the festival the other night.”

“What? And you didn’t tell me?” He bit his tongue. Screaming definitely on deck.

“I, uh, wasn’t sure if I was going to say yes.”

“What the fuck? Why would anyone say no to Micah Brown?”

Robin swallowed hard.


“Oh, because of me.”

“Well, kind of. I mean, we met him together, but he’s really your doctor, and I know you’ve admired him a lot, and I don’t even know why he asked me out at all, but—” He sucked in a noisy gasp. “—he did.”

“And you said what?”

“I said I’d let him know.”

“Right, and—”

“And nothing.”

“You haven’t called him or anything?” His mouth hung open like a fish, and he couldn’t get it to close. Who on earth would leave Micah hanging? “You get out that damned phone right now, young man, and call Micah and tell him yes. Not just yes, but hell yes.”

“I’m driving.”

“Pull over.”

“Bobby, we’ll be at the Sawdust soon.”

“Well, okay.” He crossed his arms tightly—to keep his heart from falling out. “But call as soon as we get there.”

“Okay.” Silence. Painful. “Uh, I have to stop being his patient if I go out with him. I think he wanted you as a patient more, so that’s why he asked me.”

“Robin, that’s just plain silly!”

“I don’t know why else. He clearly likes you better.”

“But he didn’t ask me, did he?”

“No.” More silence. “I can tell him no.”

Bobby sighed elaborately. “Why would you do that?”

“I don’t want you mad at me.”

He squeezed his eyes tight shut, then opened them and blinked. “I’m not mad. Well, I am that you’ve kept him waiting so long, but I understand you wouldn’t have done that if you weren’t thinking of me.” Speak carefully. “Yes, I think Micah’s gorgeous.”

“Not as gorgeous as Paolo.”

“Really?” He looked at Robin surprised. “Well, arguable, I guess, but we’re talking degrees of perfection, so let’s not split hairs. Anyway, I confess to a little hero-worship crush on him, but who doesn’t love their doctor, right? And I get to go out with Paolo, so I guess one for each is just fine.” He looked at his brother and smiled as big and as sincerely as he could muster. Just hope he believes it.

“You’re sure?” He glanced over, then turned into the parking lot of the Sawdust Festival and stopped the car.

“Absolutely. But call him right now, while I’m watching.”

“I said I’d text.”

“Then text right now.”

Robin made a face. “I’m shy.”

“Bullshit.” He frowned. “Unless you don’t really want to go out with him?” Jesus, don’t even admit to yourself how much you love that idea.

“No, no, I do. I really do.”

Of course. Robin wasn’t stupid. “Then text now. Why haven’t you texted before now? What’s your excuse? Make it good.”

“I was scared to tell you.” He stared in his lap.

“Oh, Robin McMillan, you’ve never been scared in your life. And I don’t mean the truth, I mean, what are you telling Micah.”

“Oh, I guess I was clearing my schedule.”

“All right. Text. ‘Hi, Micah.’” Robin texted as Bobby dictated. “Sorry I took so long. Truly anxious to see you. Had to clear my schedule. When would you like to get together?”

Robin’s thumbs flew over the phone keys.

“Love and kisses, Robin.”

“What?”

Bobby snorted. “Just kidding. Now send it.”

Robin’s chest expanded, and his thumb pressed down on the key. “Okay, done.”

“Good.”

“So when are you going out with Paolo?”

“Friday.”

“That’s great. That’s really great.”

“He called me beautiful.”

“Even better. So what time shall I pick you up?”

“I’ll stay at the Sawdust for the top sales hours, then walk across to the festival for when people start arriving for the pageant. So come get me about seven or eight.”

“Long day.”

Bobby grinned. “Yes, but it was worth it.” He opened the car door. “Paint good. The mural’s looking fantastic. Hope you like my additions.”

“I’m sure I will.”

“Byeeeeee.” He did a little jazz hands, then walked to the Sawdust entrance. Funny how life worked. Who’d have thought that he’d get Paolo and Robin got Micah? Well, got might be a serious overstatement. They hadn’t even had a date yet. But still, as karma went, it all seemed fair. He just had to convince his cock and his heart of that.

 

 

ROBIN WATCHED him go. Just what he’d thought. Bobby does have a thing for Micah Brown. I could exit the field and let him have both of them, but how the hell would that work? Robin had made a huge deal out of Paolo not having a boyfriend if he wanted to go out with him—uh, Bobby. So what? Bobby turns around and starts dating a serious contender like Micah? Behind Paolo’s back? That wasn’t fair. Besides, Micah didn’t ask Bobby. He asked me.

The ding of his phone made him look down.

I’m so happy. How about Friday night?







Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“TAKE THE next left.”

Paolo followed the GPS directions off the Pacific Coast Highway and headed up the hill. His stomach broadcast his feelings like a radio station—half butterfly excitement over getting to see a man who actually stimulated him, and half uncertainty. The latter sprang from their last meeting. Yes, he knew Bobby McMillan was a flamboyant queen, but in most of their meetings, he’d had this hidden edge of—what? Seriousness? Darkness? Suddenly that was gone and Bobby was all sunshine and rainbows and hypercharm. Not that he didn’t like that. He did. But that little suggestion of hidden depths had challenged and stimulated him. Maybe when Bobby felt sure of him, he’d let go of that edge.

“Your destination is ahead on the right.”

Oh well, what the fuck? He liked the guy. They weren’t headed to their wedding. It was just dinner. Yeah, a dinner he’d compromised one of his best professional relationships for.

Ahead he saw a three-story apartment building—the kind often embedded in the residential areas of Laguna. Not the more “planned” areas, like where he lived, but in the older, more eclectic neighborhoods. A couple of visitor parking spaces were designated out front, and he pulled the Tesla into one of them. With the silent car shut off, he stared up at the building. Would the other one be there? Robin? Paolo’s lips pressed flat—then curved slightly. That dude had carved him a new anal orifice. One, he had to confess, he heartily deserved. Still, they were like oil and water.

He climbed out of the car, checked his text for the apartment number, walked into the small lobby, and climbed the stairs. On the second floor, he stopped. Just one unit per floor. He stepped up to the door and pressed the buzzer. The door flew open. Bobby stood there dressed in tight black slacks and a brilliant pink jersey that fit his slim torso like snakeskin. Well, yes, that did rev up his cock. Paolo smiled. “Hi.”

Bobby fluttered a hand. “Hi. I’m running just a tiny bit late. Come in and I’ll give you a drinkypoo.”

“Oh, okay.” He walked inside. The large open living space was just as wildly amazing as he might have expected from the twins—a huge black leather sectional provided seating and everything else veered into the eclectic, artistic, and unexpected. There were large abstract painting on the walls, cushions on the floor in all kinds of designs that looked half Moroccan and half modern art, and wild chairs that seemed to be assembled from wooden puzzles. Two mobiles hung from the ceiling, one in tinkling glass and the other appearing to be made up of plastic reproductions of men’s sex organs. Paolo barked a laugh.

Bobby giggled. “A friend designed it. What can I get you to drink?”

“Do you have white wine?”

“Oh yes. I have Pouilly-Fuisse and a good Napa chardonnay. I guess that means I have chardonnay and chardonnay?”

Paolo smiled. “I’ll have—”

“Let me guess. Chardonnay?”

He laughed. He is cute. “I’ll try the Pouilly-Fuisse.”

“Excellent.” He extracted a bottle from a wine refrigerator built under the kitchen island, uncorked the bottle, and sloshed a bit of white wine into a stemmed glass. “Here you go, dear. Excuse me while I finish my face.”

“Looks good to me.” He grinned and accepted the glass. That was in fact true. Bobby looked—pretty.

“You’re a dear to say so, but the lily must be gilded. Be right back.” He glanced over his shoulder. “If you need the little boy’s room, it’s next to the front door.” He waggled his fingers and disappeared behind a door in the right wall of the large open space. An identical door stood in the left wall. Paolo’s eyes riveted to it. Would Robin walk out of there at any minute, all snark and judgment? Some teeny piece of his brain whispered—and talent and gorgeousness.

Bobby’s minute turned into ten. Paolo reviewed emails on his phone and eventually stopped looking for Robin. If he was there, he knew better than to come out of the room.

Bobby’s door swung open. “Ta-da!” He’d added a handsome silk sport coat to his slacks and jersey and some eyeliner and mascara to his face. Paolo kind of liked it more before, but still nice.

He stood. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” Paolo opened the door and held it for Bobby, who swept out like the queen of the universe. When they got to the car, Bobby squealed. “Oh my God, a Tesla. I love them. I’ve always wanted to ride in one. We have a Prius, and I’d just love to go all-electric. You must tell me all about it.”

“Sure.” He opened the car door and held it—because that’s what you did for the queen.

 

 

MICAH SMILED at Robin as they both sipped their French 75s at the wine bar. They’d met there because Robin said he needed to get out of his apartment. “So your reason for meeting me intrigued me. Why did you have to leave your place? Are they painting it? Termite inspection?”

Robin laughed and shook his head. “No.” He glanced at Micah. “You know that Bobby and I share an apartment?”

“I didn’t know it for sure, but I’m not surprised. You seem close.”

“Yeah. Well, we have this place with”—he made air quotes—“twin master suites, so we both have lots of privacy and personal space. But tonight he had a date with someone who doesn’t like me, and I didn’t want to make things uncomfortable, so I left.”

Funny how Micah’s whole stomach gave a lurch at that information. He plastered on a smile. “I must confess that’s intriguing.”

Robin gave him a sidelong glance out of those blue eyes that ought to speak of sunshine and happy days but managed to suggest a bottomless pool that you could fall into and die. “Normally I’d love to stay and torture this dude, but I knew Bobby would hate that, so—” He shrugged.

Micah sipped the strong taste of the bubbly in his glass. He wasn’t used to champagne in any form, and Robin had suggested the French 75 that had some kind of liqueur in it too. Kind of much for his uneducated tastes. “You and Bobby look so much alike, and yet you seem very different in personality.”

“Ya think?” He laughed.

“Why do you think that is?”

His pale brows drew together so fast Micah might have made it up, then smoothed. “Like Gaga says, we were born that way.”

“That’s easier to understand in fraternal brothers, but you two share DNA. It feels more like an issue of nurture than nature. Were you raised by different parents? One went with Mom and one with Dad or something?”

“No.” The word came out a little sharp. His chest rose and fell. “No. From the beginning he was the lovely, charming, sunny one, and I was the one who—” There was that shrug again.

“Who?”

“Looked out for him, I guess. Although that’s silly since he’s always done the same for me. Don’t know. It’s like nature flipped a coin, and he got heads and I got tails.”

Interesting. “Tails get sat on.”

He looked up; you could drown in those eyes. “They have their compensations.” He half smiled and Micah half shivered.

Micah took a slug of French 75 and breathed enough sparkles to sneeze. “Sorry. So where would you like to have dinner?” He looked toward the archway to the restaurant in back. “Here?”

“No. Their bar’s great but the food’s so-so.”

“Oh, okay. There’s a new place I heard about—”

“I took the liberty of making a reservation at Rick’s. Holler if you hate it.”

“Uh, no. I don’t get to eat there much since it’s always so crowded, and I forget to plan ahead and make a reservation.” He laughed. “You know, like you did.”

“I’m sure a busy doctor has way more to think about than where he’s going to eat on Friday.”

Funny, that was half charming and half an accusation. Or maybe he was being sensitive. “No, I’m just crappy at planning stuff.”

Robin snorted, then glanced at his watch. “Actually, we better get going to make the reservation.”

“Oh, okay.” He pushed away the rest of his drink, and Robin eyed it with a raised eyebrow but didn’t say anything. Micah said, “Uh, did you want to drive?”

“No, I walked here.”

“Great. I’m parked in back.” They slid out and exited through the back door. “It’s unusual to see anyone in Orange County who uses their feet as serious transportation.”

Robin walked to the Lexus. “Both of us do. We leave our car at home a lot of the time.”

Micah clicked the lock. Uh, should I hold the door? If it had been Bobby, he’d know for sure.

Robin opened the car and slid in, still talking, apparently not expecting the courtesy. “Since I’ve been working in Irvine, I drive most days and drop Bobby off at the festivals.”

Micah started the car and pulled out onto Glenneyre. “How’s that big job going for you?”

“Good.” Micah glanced over in time to see his face soften and eyes sparkle. “It’s an amazing project. This huge wall that commands the entire three-story lobby of a beautiful architectural building. It’s certainly among the most fun I’ve ever had. Painting, that is.”

Really nice how Robin’s face lit up when he talked about painting. He looked younger. More like Bobby. But he always added that edge that threw you off-balance.

After only a few lights, Micah made a hard left into the parking structure that served downtown—badly, since it couldn’t begin to accommodate the nighttime crush of traffic in Laguna.

Robin laughed. “Tell me, punk, do you feel lucky?”

The Clint Eastwood imitation got a chuckle out of Micah, but his eyes glued to the vehicle in front of him inching around the rectangle of tightly packed cars. Every space filled. As he got close to the end of the first row, sudden taillights blazed from a car parked in one of the last stalls on the right. “Holy shit! I don’t believe it.” He stomped the brake and backed a couple of feet before the car behind him got too close. The car ahead of him had already committed to the left turn, and Micah could see the driver’s frustrated expression at having missed the prime spot.

It took a few torturous minutes of the car trying to get out in the tight quarters left for it, but finally the space cleared and Micah sailed in. Robin patted Micah’s thigh, which made him jump. “I think you just used up your good karma for the next five years, but, man, that was lucky.”

Micah flashed his teeth. “Just my secret rabbit’s foot.”

Robin’s eyes twinkled. “Um, I’ll have to locate that.”

Before Micah’s cock quite woke up to the implications, Robin was out of the car. “Glad you have a sticker. That parking machine barely works half the time from what I see.”

Micah followed Robin into the alley that ran behind the stores and restaurants that faced the Pacific Coast Highway on the other side. Robin ducked into the pass-through, a pretty space with storefronts and a trickling fountain, and came out to the noise of PCH traffic on the other side. Robin moved with such assurance, it was hard to keep up. An image of Bobby clinging to his arm flashed in his mind. Maybe that’s how Bobby would be. I’ll never know.

Robin used his slim flexibility to slip through the crowd lined up outside Rick’s and made it to the hostess’s desk. Micah stood about five people back until Robin waved a hand his way. Son of a gun. He got in. Micah managed to get through the crowd without knocking anyone off the steps.

Robin smiled at him as the hostess led them about halfway back the narrow restaurant to a booth. “Sorry. I wanted the patio, but I didn’t call early enough.”

“Hey, I didn’t make a reservation at all. I’m just happy to get in.” Micah slid onto the bench seat that put him opposite Robin. Man, the guy was pretty. He’d probably hate that description. Bobby was pretty; Robin was handsome—even though they looked exactly alike. He smiled as he poured some water from the carafe.

“Micah?”

“What?” That wasn’t Robin’s voice. Micah looked beside the booth. “Well, damn, hi, Paolo. What a surprise. Are you having dinner here?”

Paolo Lind’s handsome face looked—what? Part amused, part surprised, and maybe a little pissed off? What? “Uh, yes. I’m out on the patio. Just heading for the restroom.” His eyes traveled to Robin, who was oddly staring at his hands.

“Oh, sorry. Paolo, this is Robin McMillan.”

“We know each other.” Paolo didn’t smile. “How did you happen to end up at Rick’s tonight?” He glanced at Micah, then back at Robin, who still hadn’t looked up.

Micah gave a half frown. “Uh, Robin thought ahead and made a reservation. Why?”

“I was just wondering if Robin knew I’d be here with his brother?”


“What?” Micah looked back and forth between them. “Did you, Robin?”

Robin met his eyes. “Of course not. I’d never horn in on my brother’s date, and knowing he’d be here with, uh, Mr. Lind would be a good reason to stay away.” Ooh, that had an edge. “We just both happen to love the food at Rick’s.”

“Paolo, what’s going on?”

Micah snorted. Bobby’s arrival made the drawing room comedy complete.


Paolo pointed at Robin. “Look who I found.”

“Oh my God, hello. Hi, Micah!” He beamed. “Hi, baby.” He leaned over and gave his twin a kiss. “I should have thought about the fact that we might both choose Rick’s.” He laughed and pointed between Paolo and Micah. “Do you two know each other, or did you just recognize my face, Paolo?” He chortled again. Sunshine on the hoof.

Paolo didn’t exactly smile, but he warmed a little at Bobby’s unselfconscious ramblings. “Micah and I both belong to the same service club made up of Orange County presidents and CEOs.”

Micah put a hand on his chest. “Which I’m not, exactly, but I am a business owner or co-owner these days, so I guess I qualified.”

“That’s so great.” Bobby clapped his hands. “What a coincidence. Isn’t it, Robin?”

“Yes.” He still wasn’t looking up much. There seemed to be a lot of tension between him and Paolo. Wonder why?

Bobby gave a little hop. “So we’re on the patio because Mr. Important Architect here pulled a few strings.” He clutched Paolo’s arm, which gave Micah a stomach clench. “And we have four chairs, so why don’t you two come join us?”

Nobody spoke or moved.

Bobby put a hand on his hip. “Come on. It’s stupid for us to sit in two parts of the restaurant. If you’d rather stay in here, we can come in. We haven’t ordered yet.”

Micah said, “Robin did mention he’d wanted to be on the patio.”

A guy who looked like the manager walked up to Paolo. “Excuse me, Mr. Lind. Are you surrendering your table? I have people clamoring for it since they see it’s empty.”

Bobby waved both hands. “No, but you can have this table. Come on, you two.”

The manager stared back and forth between Bobby and Robin. “Oh my. I’ve never seen you two with the same hair. It’s really startling.”

“We’re two peas in a pod.” Bobby stepped beside Robin, grabbed his arm, and started pulling him from the booth.

Paolo glanced at Micah, and his eyes looked both conflicted and surrendered. Micah slid from the booth and followed Paolo back to the patio. Nice. Despite the flow of traffic on PCH, the patio still had a lovely view of the quirky town. As Micah pulled out his chair, he whispered, “Is everything okay?”

Paolo looked up, seemed to make some kind of decision, and nodded. “Sure. This is great.”






Chapter Fifteen

 

 

PAOLO KEPT standing and pulled out the chair next to him for Bobby. Micah didn’t do the same. Interesting. Micah struck him as a kind of courtly guy, but maybe, unlike Bobby who expected it, Robin wouldn’t like it. How could two dudes who looked so much alike be so different?

Bobby kind of pushed Robin into the chair next to Micah, then fluttered over and descended into the seat Paolo was holding. “Isn’t this lovely? I just adore sitting out here, and I know it’s Robin’s favorite, isn’t it, dear? He likes to submerge in the colors and patterns he sees.”

Paolo looked at Robin, who appeared embarrassed but still nodded. “Yes, even the smells of the sea and the cars suggest images.” Suddenly he looked up and his blue eyes—accidentally, almost—met Paolo’s. For one second, a sizzle of fire ripped up Paolo’s back; then Robin’s glance moved to Bobby and the electrical circuit disconnected.

Paolo shifted. He could say that response was a shiver of pure dislike. Problem was, it started in his dick, which was still throbbing. Come on, man, don’t confuse artistic excitement with sex.

The waiter showed up, looking harried. Friday at Rick’s had to be tough duty. “What can I get you gentlemen?”

“Ooh dear, someone else go first. I can never decide.” Bobby waved a hand.

The waiter said, “Shall I give you more time?”

Paolo tried not to frown. “It’s so busy tonight, we better take the chance to order.”

Robin said, “I’ll have the salmon and mashed potatoes with spinach as the vegetable and a glass of champagne, please.”

Paolo smiled. He couldn’t help it. He liked guys who knew what they wanted. “I’ll have the same thing, same way, but with a glass of pinot.”

Micah grinned. “I’ll have the fish sandwich, but can I have some of that spinach instead of the fries?”

“Certainly, sir.”

All eyes turned to Bobby. He looked up like a deer being stalked. “Oh dear.” He glanced at Robin. “Do I dare?”

Robin gave Bobby a smile of such warmth it lit up some dark place in Paolo’s chest. “It’s your favorite. Go on, get it. We won’t laugh.”

He looked up. “I’ll have the fish sandwich with the fries, please. And several extra napkins.” He giggled. “And a ladder to reach the top of it. Oh, and champagne, please, dear.”

Paolo nodded. “Why don’t you cancel my pinot and bring us a bottle of champagne. Okay with you, Micah?”

“Sure.” His big brown eyes looked a little wide. Was it the cost?

“My treat.”

“Oh no, I’m just not much of an expert on champagne.”

Robin gave that half grin that Paolo had noticed a few times—because it was kind of like his own. “And I forced poor Micah to drink a French 75. Or half of one, anyway.”

Micah’s smooth cheeks got a little rosy. “Caught me.”

Bobby laughed. “Robin, you evil creature, you can’t go shoving French 75s on the uninitiated.”

Paolo asked, “Why the big question over the fish sandwich? Do you know, Micah? You ordered it too.”

Micah shook his head. “No idea.”

Bobby clapped a hand to his chest. “It’s just so huge! And I get it all over when I try to eat it. It’s not very ladylike.”

Micah laughed, but Paolo fought a grimace. One-on-one, Bobby was more—serious. Not that he wasn’t over-the-top in a sort of sexy way, but not as much as he seemed tonight. Maybe because other people were around?

The waiter came back with the wine list, Paolo pointed to a midpriced bottle, and the guys hurried off.

Micah said, “So, guys, how’s the festival going?”

Bobby and Robin exchanged a glance. Robin said, “Well. Very well. We’ve had some big sales this year so far.”

Bobby nodded. “We’ve actually sold more at the Festival of the Arts than we have at the Sawdust, which isn’t usual.”

Paolo glanced at Robin. “How do you do both?”

Robin looked at Bobby and cleared his throat. “The best sales hours are at different times.”

Bobby laughed brightly. “So there’s lots of running across the street involved.” The waiter came up with a champagne bucket, and Bobby kind of squealed. “Oh good!”

It took a few minutes for the opening ritual to occur and champagne to be poured in their four glasses. Micah raised his glass. “To the art of life.”

Robin put a hand on his arm and smiled—like one of those rainbows out of a cloudy sky. “How nice. Thank you.”

Micah looked damned pleased. Hell, who wouldn’t be after getting some sunshine from that Tasmanian devil?

Bobby took a big sip of champagne. “So, Micah, how’s taking over your father’s practice going?”

Paolo nodded. “Oh, is that what happened? I never knew how you got so established so young.”

Micah smiled. “I decided to go into private practice and was on my way to setting up my own office when my father saw this as a chance to semiretire. We combined forces.”

“Imagine our surprise when we walked in and the new Dr. Brown appeared.” Bobby laughed. “Practically made a person want to be sick.”

Paolo stared around the table. “So it’s okay to date your patients?” Lighten up, Lind. “Sorry, none of my business.”

“No, actually, it’s not okay.”

Robin met Paolo’s eyes for a fraction of a second. “I had to go back to the old model Dr. Brown.”

Bobby giggled. “Because, let’s face it, a man’s doctor does have a rather clinical connection with parts that one might wish to keep more mysterious and sexy from a boyfriend.” He sipped. “Either that or get a more enthusiastic sperm count than he expected.”

Robin barked a laugh and slapped a hand over his mouth, one of the first girly gestures Paolo had ever seen from him. Without the goth trappings, Robin was at least as gorgeous as Bobby. Maybe more.

The waiter brought their food, which smelled so good saliva gathered in Paolo’s mouth.

Micah wrapped his hands around the huge pile of bun, chunk of fish, tomatoes, lettuce, and sauce, compressed it, and managed to work an end into his mouth without losing the entire contents onto the plate. Paolo and the twins stared at him. Micah looked up and grinned, displaying a little lettuce. “What?”

Robin half smiled. “Gotta admit, that’s a pretty awe-inspiring move you got there, Doc.”

Bobby stared at his similar edifice. “Oh, Paolo, maybe we should switch dinners. I think this needs an architect.”

Robin laughed. “Do you want me to switch with you, dear?”

“No,” he wailed. “I really want it.”

Robin got up and crossed around the edge of the table to his brother. “I’ll hold and you cut.”

Bobby managed to wrap his fingers around the bun, and Robin applied a knife to it. Once cut, Robin squished the bun with his knife blade and stuck the toothpick that had been holding the sandwich together into it. “There. Enjoy.” He sat back in his seat, and Micah gave him a pat on the arm. Funny, Paolo knew just how he felt. Something about that little scenario of making life easier for Bobby spoke more about the secret heart of Robin McMillan than anything he’d ever seen—and the book was a hell of a lot sweeter than he’d imagined.

Micah chewed and swallowed. “Wow, this is good. I need to get my act together and make reservations more often.” He half turned to Robin. “So don’t I remember that you’re painting some big project? How’s it going?”

Robin froze just for an instant. If Paolo hadn’t been watching, he’d have missed it. Then Robin looked up. “Yes, I did several new paintings for the festival. Bobby’s working on the mural at Paolo’s building. Maybe that’s what you’re thinking of.”

“Oh. Paolo’s building. I see. Is that how you met?”

“Uh, yes. We competed for the commission.”

Bobby fluttered his hands. “And we won, of course.”

Micah smiled at Paolo. “That must be very exciting to have these two painting for you. I’ve seen some of their work. It’s brilliant.”

“Yes.” Paolo nodded and tried not to look at Robin.

“When I was at their studio, I noticed that I can tell which canvases Robin painted, or painted most of, and which ones Bobby did. Together their styles create such a unique vision.”

Robin gazed at Micah, but Paolo could almost feel Robin wanting to stare at him with a “nah-nah” sneer. Instead Robin said, “Yes, very perceptive. That’s why we told Paolo that one of us couldn’t do the mural alone. The qualities he enjoys in our art have to be layered from our individual styles.”

“So you’ve both been working on it.” Paolo said it as a statement, but there was an implied question.

“Of course.” Robin glanced up as he took a big helping of mashed potatoes dripping in butter and slid them into his mouth.

The simple movement slid in under Paolo’s armor and attacked his nerve endings like someone had dripped butter on the head of his cock. Whoa. He controlled his sigh.

They all chatted amiably over the rest of the meal and then ordered one hot-fudge sundae and four spoons. When it arrived, they laughed way too loud as they jockeyed for position over the fudge and whipped cream, and it turned into a mini sword fight of long-handled spoons. Robin turned out to be just as playful as Bobby, which gave Paolo a surprising warmth in the belly.

They all battled for the last bite, and a dollop of whipped cream flew through the air and landed on Paolo’s cheek, right next to his lip. Bobby howled, and before Paolo could even react, Robin leaned across the table, flicked the cream off Paolo’s face onto his finger, sideswiping Paolo’s lips in the process, and then stuck his finger in his mouth.

Paolo heard himself gasp, and the tingle in his lips soared to his groin like he’d been connected to a lightning rod—a lightning rod named Robin.

Bobby and Micah seemed oblivious, but Robin’s gaze met Paolo’s and crinkled in pure mischief. That upped the ante on sexy, and Paolo’s jeans shrank right there at the table. “Uh, excuse me. Men’s room.” He slid back his chair, and before Bobby could even get up, scooted behind him and headed through the restaurant. Not an easy task, since the aisles were crowded with drinkers, diners, and waiters moving about. The effing men’s room was an effing single-holer, but when he walked up, the door opened and a guy came out. Paolo leaped in and locked the door, then leaned against it.

What the hell’s wrong with you? He closed his eyes and palmed his way-too-erect cock through his jeans. An image flashed behind his eyes. Him leaning against the inside of a grungy bathroom door, his baggy jeans to his knees and the guy he lusted after kneeling in front of him with Paolo’s cock so far down that twinky throat, it should have shown like a goat in a python. Somebody hammered on the door, and Paolo—Pauly at the time—had yelled, “Go away, man. I got me a problem.”

The would-be interloper ran, figuring the bathroom would smell worse than usual, and Paolo got the orgasm of his life—well, that part of it—as Little Juli drank him down like champagne. Juli had looked up at Paolo with those eyes—brown, not blue, but with the full knowledge that just because he was the guy on his knees didn’t mean he wasn’t the most powerful. All he had to do was purse his lips, and Paolo moaned. Robin McMillan had flashed that same look just five minutes before. Shit, the guy might resemble Bobby, but he had a darkness and an earthy sexuality that clung to Paolo like a fog of desire.

Paolo walked over to the john, peed, and then washed up. Come on, asshole, you’ve done everything you could to insult Robin and make him feel you hate him. You made your fucking choice. Live with it.

He opened the door, and like some kind of cosmic joke, directly across from him, holding up the wall in the narrow hallway, was Robin, one leg in skintight black jeans propped against the wall. “Oh.”

Another guy stood beside Robin, next in line for the limited facilities. Robin said, “Go ahead. I’ll go next.”

The guy rushed in like his bladder might burst, and Robin just looked at Paolo. Not a word. Expression? On the amused side of neutral.

Paolo took a breath. “Glad I ran into you.”

That got a full-on chuckle, low and sultry.

Paolo swallowed. “I wanted a chance to say I’m sorry for how I acted, or I guess, how I’ve been acting. The day I met you, I had a really crappy day, and I guess I just misunderstood you.”

“I’d say you chose to misunderstand.”

Every instinct in him said to fight back. He bit his tongue. “You’re probably right. Regardless, I’m sorry. I think you and Bobby are amazing artists, and I’m glad you’re working with Bobby on my, uh, our mural.”

Very slowly, he smiled. “I’m glad too.”

The door opened and out came the guy, now looking more relaxed. “Thanks.”

Robin said, “No problem.” He pushed away from the wall and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Paolo took deep breaths all the way back to the table to get his dick to surrender its position at half-staff.






Chapter Sixteen

 

 

ROBIN LEANED back on the cushy seat of the Lexus and listened to the music. Just remember the feel of Micah’s hands on your balls. Okay, not exactly the most sexy memory in light of the paper wrap and the smell of disinfectant, but hell, it wasn’t every day his equipment got handled with that much attention and care. Still, his cock wouldn’t let go of the Paolo Lind effect.


“That was a delicious dinner.”

Robin nodded but didn’t open his eyes. “Um-hm. Rick’s does a really good job if you can stand the crush of people and the noise. That’s why I like the patio. The traffic’s not as loud as the people.”

“Lucky we ran into Paolo and Bobby.”

“Yes.” In a funny way.

Quiet. Gaga and Tony Bennett sang an old classic.

Micah said, “Would you like to come to my place for a nightcap?”

“Sure. But are we going the right way?”

“Yes. I live in South Laguna.”

“Oh great.” Was it? And why the hell am I even asking that?

“So, uh, Bobby and Paolo. Interesting. Not a match I would have predicted based on meeting them separately.”

“Yeah? Why? I’m just intrigued by your viewpoint.”

“Oh, well, I’ve run into Paolo a few times in our service organization and at a business/social function or two.”

“Yeah, you almost ran into him at the festival the night you were there.”

“I’m not surprised. He appears to be a—how shall I say this?—guy who likes to be seen in the right places with the right people. I understand how that might help his business, and from what I understand, he’s making quite a go of his firm.”

“And Bobby doesn’t qualify as the ‘right people’?” Robin half smiled.

“I don’t exactly mean it like that, but—”

“I know what you mean, and I agree. In fact, Paolo admitted that the guy he was seeing at the festival was pretty much the kind of contact you say he’s often with.”

“Really? Why did he tell you?”

Oops. “Truthfully, he told Bobby. Not many secrets between us. Keep that to yourself.” He laughed.

Micah turned off the highway just south of the Montage and drove up the hill. “I promise. But I guess I’m surprised that Paolo appreciates Bobby. He seems like such a dark and driven guy.”

“Yeah, well, he’s probably like me. He needs some light to penetrate the darkness from time to time.” Robin looked over at Micah as he parked in the driveway of a modern two-story house.

He got this warm, sweet smile on his face. “Well, Bobby’s sure the guy to do it.”

Robin looked up at the house. “Pretty.”

“Thanks. I bought it run-down, and I’ve been having it remodeled a bit at a time. Some of it’s still dated, but it’s coming along.”

“I’m anxious to see it.” He let himself out of the passenger door, and his self-help stopped Micah about halfway around the car. Damn, he’d never learn to let people help him.

Micah led the way up some stairs to the front porch and keyed it open. He hit the lights, and a modern chandelier hanging in the vaulted entry came on with a sparkling light that shone patterns on the walls. The high surfaces were decorated with art, including a Roman piece of two nude men standing in the surf.

“Wow. I’m impressed. Nice choices in art.”

“Thank you. I’ve only been able to afford a few originals so far, although I’d love it if you and Bobby would guide me around the Sawdust.”

Robin nodded. “Great idea. You can sometimes get some great prices on good pieces there, because the patrons are a lot more eclectic than at the festival. But you have to be careful. Some of it’s just crap.”

“That’s what I figured. Come on in.” He led the way into a medium-sized room with a beautiful glass wall that faced the ocean. While there were houses between, the height of the house up the hill provided an unimpeded water view.

“Great view.”

“Yes, that’s what sold me the house and made it worth remodeling.” He motioned to a leather couch positioned facing the view. Unfortunately that put it catty-corner to the fireplace. A couple of chairs were positioned against the wall. The arrangement grated on Robin’s sense of order. Do not be critiquing Micah’s home-decorating skills. Micah walked toward the partly open kitchen. “I’ve got a couple kinds of wine, beer, and iced tea. No champagne, I’m afraid. I’ll remedy that.” He smiled, and that sweetness that spoke so much of Bobby shone through.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go with tea.”

“Hmm. That could single-handedly spoil your reputation.”

Robin grinned. “I’ll have to risk it.”

“I promise to stock champagne next time.”

“Very kind, but truthfully neither of us drinks a lot. We have so many other vices, we have to cut back somewhere.” He flashed the dimples.

Walking toward the kitchen, Micah laughed, but he did get a slightly wide-eyed look. A couple of minutes and some ice clinking later, he came back with a glass of tea and a beer in a frosty bottle. He handed Robin the glass, clinked it with his bottle, and then sat on the floor on the other side of the coffee table.

Damn, he just couldn’t help himself. “You know, those chairs might work well across from this couch.” He held up a hand. “Sorry, I’m such a ninja decorator.”

“No, that’s great. It’s just that I can’t seem to get this room to work. The fireplace and the window and the TV all seem to be in the wrong place.”

Robin bounced up. “Do you mind?” Without a by-your-leave, he started pushing at the couch.

“Uh, where do you want it?”

“Out of the way for now, because I want to reposition that rug before we place the couch.”

“Oh, okay.” Micah swung into action, and for the next forty minutes they moved furniture, repositioned paintings, placed objects, and even rehung the television.

Micah stood back and surveyed the results. “Wow. I mean, who the hell knew the room could look this way? You’re amazing!”

Robin flopped on the newly repositioned couch, which now provided a view of the television and the fireplace, since one hung over the other, as well as a grand expanse of view. “Just your ordinary brilliance, no big.”

“Would you like more tea? I could go out for champagne if I can find anything open. Can I give you—my firstborn child?”

“Really?”

“Hypothetical child.”

Robin sat up. “Do you want children?”

“Oh yes. You?”

“I doubt it. I had such a screwed-up childhood, I’d hate to pass it on.”

“Really? I thought Bobby told me you two were supported by your parents?”

Robin shrugged. “We had different childhoods.”

“You can adopt. Then none of your DNA’s involved.”

Robin snorted. “It’s not my DNA, it’s my brain. I’d never wish it on some helpless child. I’ll have a glass of wine.”

“Oh, okay.” Micah walked into the kitchen and returned with two glasses of white wine. He sat next to Robin and handed him the glass. “Listen. I want to tell you that I think you’re great, and your brain is also great. Wonderful, even. I see the way you take care of Bobby. A child would be lucky to have a dad like you.”

“Ah, but the child wouldn’t be my twin. It’s a relationship impossible to describe.” He smiled.

Micah gazed at him with those big, liquid eyes. Such a sweet man. Reaching out, Micah touched Robin’s cheek.

Robin gave him that half smile that was secret code for If you want it, take it.

Micah pressed his finger under Robin’s chin, cocked his own head quizzically as if for permission, then tipped up Robin’s face, leaned in, and pressed their lips together.

Warm. The overriding impression. Warm lips, warm hands, warm heart. Micah opened his mouth, providing a taste of wine and a little tang of beer, and Robin took the cue. Wrapping his arms tightly around Micah’s strong chest, he pressed his tongue into the readily available space. Micah startled, froze for a second, then added his arms to the clinch.

Robin explored, swiping his tongue deep into the secret heart of Micah’s mouth, teasing, burrowing into the spaces between the lips and teeth. Personally he found that move indescribably sexy and hoped he was laying bread crumbs.

Micah giggled in his throat.

What? Robin pulled back and stared at him.

“That tickles.” He flashed those perfect teeth.

“Okay.” He dove back in. Come on, this is the sexiest, cutest guy you’ve laid your orbs on—save one—in months. Actually months and months and months. This has got to pick up. Come on, cock, do your thing. Hell, he fucked near strangers with more wiggle from the rod than this. Not that his dick wasn’t jiggly, but usually after a good kiss, he could hammer a penny nail with the thing.

He upped his commitment. Using some of that carefully cultivated skill, he put a hand on Micah’s ass and ran a finger down his crack through his slacks, then pressed him backward on the couch and brought his slim body down on top of him. Oooh, a nice groin-to-groin pressure.

Again, Micah tensed for a minute, then got with the program. He wrapped his arms around Robin and pulled him sideways so they lay face-to-face.

Hmm. Not quite what Robin had in mind. He scooted forward, trying to get their hips back in contact. Micah held him off with a gentle hand to the chest and a kiss on the nose. The nose? Really? Suddenly his brain registered the moment. A guy who wanted to take it slow and make sweet, loving gestures like a kiss on the nose. That approach gave Robin sugar coma—but Bobby would have loved it.

Bobby.

Micah wrapped a gentle hand around Robin’s head and leaned in.

Robin pulled back.

“Uh, did I do something wrong?”

Robin slid backward onto the floor and leaned his back against the couch so he was facing away from Micah. Less chance of looking judgmental, which he really didn’t want to do.

“Micah, why did you ask me out?”

His voice came close to Robin’s ear. “I think you’re gorgeous and talented and fun and someone I’d like to be with.”

He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Thank you.”

Micah smiled back and kissed Robin’s ear. Robin forced himself not to shake the kiss away.

“But aren’t you really describing Bobby?”

The silence broke his eardrums.

“Uh, both of you, I think.”

He turned and tried to keep his face soft. “But mostly you’re talking about Bobby.”

Micah stared at a thread on the couch and worried it with his fingers.

Robin softened his voice even more. “I wondered why you asked me out instead of Bobby. It’s always appeared to me that you’re more attracted to him.”

“Not exactly.”

Robin flipped around and sat cross-legged facing Micah, who still lay on his side. “I know—I’m kind of sexy, right?”

Micah nodded.

“But when all the pants are down, Doc, sexy isn’t what counts with you. You want romance.”

He shrugged.

“Trust me on this. You do. And I’m a crappy deliverer of romance. I’m not a sweet, kind, loving guy like Bobby.”

That brought Micah up to sitting in a flash. He grabbed Robin by the shoulders. “Will you stop that? Your idea that you’re some kind of evil person is a self-fulfilling prophecy. People like you, Robin. I like you. Your brother adores you. Hell, even that demon-spawn architect thinks you’re great.” He laughed.

Robin caught his breath but controlled his face. “Why would you say that? I practically lost us the contract, he hates me so much.”

“Bullshit. But regardless, you’re a terrific person.”

“Who you shouldn’t be dating.”

Micah sighed. “You’re probably right. Hell, I loved decorating the room with you. But it wasn’t foreplay.” He shook his head but still chuckled. “I originally planned to ask out Bobby.”

“Why didn’t you?” Total bullshit that despite the fact that he agreed, his chest tightened.

The breath Micah let go was long and sad. “I have a brother who truly hates that I’m gay, and Bobby’s so—”

Robin frowned. “Bobby. But if you don’t like that Bobbyness, you shouldn’t be messing with him.”

“I do like it.” He stared at his hands folded on his knees. “I love it. I guess I’m afraid of what my brother will say. I’d never want anyone to hurt Bobby, but I want to be able to introduce my date to my family. They’re an important part of my life.”

“He’s a lot stronger and more resilient that you expect.”

Micah looked up. “I truly apologize for thinking even for a minute that the two of you are interchangeable.”

“Thank you.”

“I’d sure like it if we could be friends.”

Robin chuckled. “Yeah, that’s way more comfortable to me than feeling like I’m trying to fuck my brother.”

“What?”

“You two are so alike it’s scary. Jesus, put you in the same room and unicorns will build castles out of rainbows. You’re both just so damned nice.”

“Sorry.”

“Hey, we’re also talking about my best friend here. I stay with Bobby hoping some will rub off on me.”

“More than a little has.” He popped his shoulder as if trying to shake off the tension. “But I guess it all doesn’t matter, because it looks like Paolo got there first. I’m not a boyfriend poacher.”

Shit, that problem went both ways.

 

 

BOBBY WALKED up to the door of their apartment and inserted the key. Wonder if Robin’s home? I hope so.

That unexpected thought made him gasp softly.

“Everything okay?” Paolo asked from behind him.

“What? Oh yes, sorry. I just remembered something I forgot to do.”

“Sounded serious.”

“Uh, yes, kind of. I promised to, uh, package up some pieces for a customer and have them ready to pick up tomorrow morning at 8:00 a.m.”

“Oh, are the pieces here? I can help you.”

“Thank you, but no. I have them at the studio. I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess just looking forward to our date too much.” He turned toward Paolo and smiled—right, the smile of the Liar Bird.

“Want me to drive you to the studio?”

Think fast, you dumbass. “I need Robin to help me.”

“Oh. I see.” Paolo visibly swallowed.

“Would you like to come in?”

“Well, I guess not. If you two are just going to turn around and head for the canyon, I guess you don’t need me.”

Bobby stared into that megahandsome face. What the hell are you doing? “Rain check, then?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

Bobby packed every ounce of gratitude he possessed into his smile. “Thank you for such a lovely evening. I’m truly grateful.”

Paolo leaned in, and Bobby met him. Their lips touched and held. Paolo wrapped his arms tight around Bobby, and his hot tongue dove deep. Not a move Bobby usually minded at all, but right now—too distracted.

Paolo moved back and cocked his head. “I think our evening’s already over.”

“I’m so sorry.” That was fucking true. “I can’t believe I did this to myself. I better go check on Robin and get moving.”

Paolo touched Bobby’s neck, dropped another fast, hot kiss on his mouth, and nodded. “I know what it’s like to be distracted by business. You’re forgiven. Let’s plan better next time.”

“Yes.” Did his smile look as phony as his story?

Paolo turned abruptly and trotted down the steps without a backward glance.

Whew, not one to linger over goodbyes.






Chapter Seventeen

 

 

BOBBY PUSHED inside the apartment and flipped on the lights. He’d known from the deadbolt lock that Robin wasn’t there, but Paolo hadn’t. Why didn’t I tell him? Why did I lie? Why did I make up a story?

He walked into his room, turned up the softest lights, flipped on the music, and started peeling clothes. His stomach clenched and a jaw muscle jumped. Not good signs. Why am I so upset that Robin’s not home?

He carefully hung his clothes—because it took more than a personal crisis to make Bobby neglect his wardrobe—and then slid on a robe and collapsed on his bed. Maybe a hot bath?

Was he or was he not going to answer his own questions? He’d told Robin and himself that he wanted to quit screwing around and have a relationship. Here comes Paolo Lind—gorgeous, well-off, successful, sexy as a cover of Men’s Health—and Bobby, the guy willing to have sex on a pool table after a fifteen-minute acquaintance, couldn’t even take the time to get the guy off. “And he gave up his boyfriend for me!” He flipped over and buried his face in his pillow. “I’m sick. I must not think I deserve a real relationship, so I’m sabotaging it.”

A tap on the door made him leap up to sitting and run a hand through his hair. “Hi, dear. Come on in.”

Robin peeked in the door. “Who are you talking to? I didn’t see Paolo’s car.”

“Oh, it was my phone. A message. No, Paolo remembered something he forgot to do and ran off.”

“Oh.” Robin got an unreadable expression, then frowned. “That’s too bad.”

“No, it was okay. I don’t want to get sexy on a first date anyway, right? New leaf and all that? He said he’d plan better next time.”

“Oh right. Next time. So did you have fun?”

“Yes, it was great. Actually, I thought having dinner with you two added to the evening. Who could have guessed that Paolo and Micah would know each other?”

“Yeah. At first I wasn’t too hot on the idea, but I had fun too.”

“High praise from you, dear.”

“I guess so.”

Bobby climbed off the bed and walked to his dressing table to brush his hair. Are you seriously not going to tell Robin what you did to Paolo? “So did you and Micah go dancing or something?”

“No, we stopped at his place for drinks.”

“Oh.”

“He lives in South Laguna. A really great place that he’s modernizing.”

“Oh.”

“So do you want to watch an old movie before we turn in?”

“Sure. Give me a minute.”

“Okay, I’ll pick something fun.”

Bobby watched his beautiful brother sashay from the room twitching his cute butt—the butt that had enjoyed sex with Micah Brown. Wonder why he didn’t stay the night?

He’d just answered his earlier question. Under no circumstances was he telling Robin how he’d screwed the pooch with Paolo Lind.

 

 

ROBIN PULLED himself up over the edge of the scaffold and sat cross-legged on the wooden floor. Escaped. He’d escaped even earlier than usual to get away from his own apartment. Shit, that was a first, and he hated it. When had he ever not told Bobby everything? But if he confessed that he and Micah were just friends, would Bobby worry that he’d chosen the wrong guy? Hell, he had his pick, but he did look at Micah with special warmth—or maybe that was just Robin’s imagination. Still, who wouldn’t choose Paolo? But Bobby had trouble making up his mind on everything.

He sighed and sipped some coffee he’d hauled up in a plastic container attached to his belt. Do I even want to examine that little itch under all the worry over Bobby? That tiny crack in his heart that said guys always liked Bobby best and even though that made him happy, it also made him sad. Especially when the guy was Paolo Lind.

Yes, the bastard’s an obnoxious, angry guy with expedient values—but so am I. And he made a point of apologizing and saying he liked me.

Yeah, but not as much as he likes Bobby.

Robin slugged down the coffee, twisted the cap on the container, and stood. Get to work. If he could get the mural done, then he’d only have to worry about seeing Paolo when he came to get Bobby for dates.

He uncovered the paints he’d left on his huge palette. Plastic kept them wet so they could be used a second day.

Funny how he hadn’t minded pretending to be Bobby all that much. The world looked different when people expected him to be nice.

Clearing his mind, he faced the wall and began to paint.

A second later—maybe more like an hour—the scaffold began to shake. Okay, get ready to be your brother.

Paolo’s perfect face popped over the top, and he gave Robin a half smile that reminded him of himself. Robin plastered on the huge, pearly Bobby face. “Hiiiii!”

Paolo swung himself up and gazed at the wall. “Man, you made some progress. But you covered over some of the light parts. Decide against them?”

Robin planted a hand on his hip. “Yes, I didn’t think it deserved to be too sunny.”

“I like this better.”

“You would.” He arched a brow, and Paolo snorted a laugh.

“So did you get the pieces mailed?” Paolo kept staring at the canvas.

What the hell? “Uh, yes.”

Those piercing eyes stared at Robin. “Was Robin there when you went in?”

“Oh, yes. Yes, he was.”

“So he went to the post office?”

“Uh-huh.” Robin daubed some paint on the mural. What the hell was Paolo talking about?

“So you sent off that coat and jacket?” Paolo stood. Robin could feel the movement more than see it as he stared hard at the wall.

Well, shit. Coat? “Right.” Try to look engrossed.

Strong hands clasped his shoulders, and he was physically turned. Okay, Robin was pretty strong, but Paolo stood a good five inches taller and fifty pounds heavier, plus Robin wasn’t fighting. Paolo gave him a narrow-eyed smile. “I thought we could take up where we left off last night.” He leaned in and his lips captured Robin’s with an intensity that spoke of dark bedrooms, not narrow wooden platforms in the sky.

Do not give a shit. Those lips are heaven.

Robin dropped his brush—God knew what it did to Paolo’s $300 jeans—and wrapped his arms around Paolo so tight he could have been arrested for kidnapping. Paolo’s tongue scoured the secret hiding places in Robin’s mouth, and for a moment Robin forgot try to take charge. He just enjoyed and let one leg float up Paolo’s hip. Five inches doth not a solid contact make, but Robin humped Paolo’s thigh and pressed the heel of his hand against the big bulge in Paolo’s pants. Oh yeah, that got a moan of enthusiasm from Mr. Hunky Architect.


Robin slid his hands over Paolo’s hard-as-iron butt—What does he do with that thing?—and squeezed and released. Damn, if they lay down, could they fuck here? No, no lube or condoms. But a good blowjob could still be in order.

Robin released Paolo and started sliding to the floor. It took work to inch down Paolo’s fly over that mighty erection, but finally he achieved release and reached into a pair of baby blue boxer briefs to free the inhabitant.

“My oh my.” Long, sturdy, cut, and straight as an arrow.

Paolo just breathed—really loudly.

“Mine.” Robin licked the fat head and got a slow, soft moan from Paolo. Ah yes, encouragement. Wonder how far Bobby went last night? He laved the sides of the shaft, then, counting on the element of surprise, thrust that solid eight-inch dick into his mouth and down his throat in one smooth move.

“Holy shit!” Paolo locked his hands in Robin’s hair. Pushed and pulled back, pushed and pulled back. Robin’s tongue reveled in the smooth firmness of the shaft, the silk of the head, and the intrigue of secret crevices. “Oh man. Oh.” Steadily, Paolo pushed Robin in farther and farther—then suddenly, with a yank, he pulled Robin’s head away from his cock until he looked down in his face.

“Why’d you make me stop? You don’t appreciate talent?” Robin grinned.

Paolo gazed at him. “I do appreciate talent, and you’re loaded with it on every level. What I don’t appreciate are liars, and you sure as fuck aren’t Bobby.”

Robin’s heart slammed against his ribs. Gut it out, baby. “Don’t be silly. Why would you think that?”

Paolo still held his head in a vice grip. The bastard. “I don’t think it, I know it. When I said you sent off a coat and jacket, you agreed. That wasn’t what Bobby said he was sending off.”

“I was distracted.” And if you don’t take your hands out of my hair, you asshole, I’ll kick you in the balls.

“So what were you sending?” His narrowed eyes shot sparks at Robin.

“Paintings, obviously.” It had to be, right? And why did Bobby lie? We didn’t send off anything. At least as far as I know.

Paolo kept staring. Silence—charged with frustrated desire, the smell of sex, and a whole hell of a lot of suppressed anger. “Sorry, gorgeous, no go. Bobby wouldn’t have sucked my dick like his own personal lollipop. In fact, I got the distinct impression Bobby wanted nothing to do with me sexually.”

What the everlasting hell? “That wasn’t true last night, and it’s not true now.” He wrenched his head from Paolo’s hands and stood, backing away with his arms crossed over his chest.

Paolo stared at the mural. “I don’t think Bobby paints that way.”

Robin took a pugnacious step forward. “Listen, believe what you want. You hired us because you wanted the best and you knew it when you saw it. Then you proceeded to question our process and make stupid demands that had nothing to do with the success of the outcome. So your fucking mural is almost done. It’ll be a project for the ages—or at least unique in Orange fucking County. At that point you don’t have to worry about who’s painting what, and my brother and I can go on to other projects where the client doesn’t think he’s God’s gift to art.”

“You’re definitely Robin.”

“Be that as it may, Mr. Lind, I notice you were already dead certain of that fact before you let me suck your cock.” He pointed dramatically. “Now get the fuck off my scaffold and let me finish the work on your impossible and ridiculous timeline.”

Amazingly Paolo blinked, turned, and climbed down the ladder, never once looking back at Robin.

Robin stood there shaking. Not only had he just compromised their single biggest client, he had to explain to Bobby how Robin lost him his boyfriend.

 

 

HOLY SHIT.

Paolo leaned against the wall in the elevator, grateful he had it to himself. No possibility he could stand there and pretend he was okay. His heart beat too hard, and it wasn’t from climbing down the ladder, but his heart played second fiddle to his unsatisfied, screaming cock. Even doses of strychnine-quality anger couldn’t get that thing to quit hoping.

Worst was the possibility that maybe some tiny portion of the crap Robin yelled at him was true. He had tried to interfere in their process with no more cause than being a fourteen-karat SOB. He’d wanted to make Robin suffer in some way, and he couldn’t withhold the contract for the mural because that would be classic cutting off his own nose. The McMillans were the best. End of argument. So he’d gotten pissy and declared that Bobby had to do most of the painting. I wonder how much of the work Bobby actually did? Got to admit, that mural doesn’t look like Bobby. It was too… what? Deep? No, Bobby was plenty deep. Dark? The mural wasn’t really dark or gloomy in any way. Maybe emerging was the word. The mural showed a heart of brilliant light emerging from surrounding darkness, like yin embedded in the heart of yang. Just the thought gave Paolo goose bumps.

The elevator door opened. Angie’s teeth greeted him. Why the hell had a mean, obnoxious bastard like him chosen a damned smiley face to run his office? She giggled. “Hey, boss, how’s it hanging?”

If he told her it wasn’t hanging, it was still at half-mast, would she blush? Fuck no. She’d laugh herself silly. “Fine.” He hurried past her, powered to his office, dove inside, and closed the door after him.

Now what?

Like some kind of damned Bat Signal, his phone buzzed. Text.

Itf me. Lerning to tsct. You stl not socializing?

Paolo laughed. Autocorrect must have intervened on that last word he got right. Son of a bitch. Joseph is trying to learn to text. Hell is fifty degrees colder.

He leaned back in his chair. So Joseph being cute didn’t change the fact that Paolo had little interest in bedding him. Still, I kind of ran off my other prospective bed partners. Yeah, and how do you feel about that, Mr. Lind?

Cosmic jokerness again intervened in the form of a tap on his door and the insertion of Alonzo’s head through the opening. “Hi.”

“Hey.”

“You ran through like the zombie apocalypse was behind you.” He walked in and closed the door after him. Alonzo knew when he was needed—even if not invited.

“Right.”

“So?” He flopped in the chair.

“Remember the twins who are painting the mural downstairs?”

“The one you dated? Sure? Not likely to forget a guy you give up business for.”

“Yeah, well, it turns out he’s been lying to me.”

“Hey, sorry, man. Is he married or something?”

“No, he and his brother have been changing places.”

“On your date?” He sat up in the chair with wide dark eyes.

“No. Painting the mural. I said Bobby should paint most of it, and it’s been Robin, but he’s been lying about it. Pretending to be his twin.”

Alonzo snorted.

“This is funny why?”

“Sounds like grade school. Like when kids pretend to be their twins so the teacher can’t tell them apart.”

“Yes, well, it was still a fucking lie.” He scowled at Alonzo, who returned to laid-back.

“Why did you get to say who was painting? Is Bobby the better painter, so they gave you an inferior product or something?”

Paolo stared at his desktop. “No. As far as I can tell, Robin’s better.”

“Uh, so they made an effort to give you the best, and you’re pissed?”

“They lied!” He slammed a hand on the glass, and it hurt. Shit. Do not shake your hand.

“Right. Because you asked for something stupid, and they were protecting you from yourself.” He shrugged. “It’s not exactly like you to do really dumb things.”

“Robin pisses me off, and I didn’t want him around.”

“But he’s been around and you haven’t been pissed. In fact, wait—didn’t you ask him out?”

“Fuck no!”

“Oh, so Bobby was the one who was painting when you fell in lust and decided to throw over your rich, important business boyfriend for a hot twink.”

“Right.”

“But you couldn’t tell them apart.”

“It was Bobby I asked out. Both brothers showed up at dinner, and the other guy was definitely Robin.”

“Wacko, man. You gotta tell me this whole story.” He stood. “But sadly it’s gotta be later. I’m due in a production meeting.”

“See ya. Keep the door closed, okay?”

“Sure. I’ll put a sign on the door. ‘Official brooding. Do not disturb.’” He laughed.

Paolo didn’t. Had it been Bobby he asked out?

What the fuck? He picked up his phone.






Chapter Eighteen

 

 

OH GOD oh God oh God. Robin put his hand on the front door lever and pushed. Early to be home. He’d worked a few more hours, but every time he heard footsteps below the scaffold, he’d jumped. Not scared, exactly. He’d gladly have soared two stories down and slammed Paolo Lind into a pile of polished granite—if he wasn’t so damned conflicted. Conflicted by the sweet taste of one lovely cock in his mouth and soft lips on his own.

Get over yourself.

He crossed the living room to his bedroom, not exactly hurrying.

“Robin?”

“Hi.” He went into the bedroom and started stripping. It’d take a shower to get rid of the paint—and the smell of sex.

Bobby poked his head in. “Aren’t you home early?”

“Yeah. Same to you.”

“I asked Helen to watch the booth for me so I could get some more product. Is everything okay?”

Oh shit, why did he have to lead with that question? “Uh, not exactly.”

Bobby flew the few steps between them and grabbed his arm. “Are you all right? You’re not hurt?”

Leave it to his sunflower brother to worry about him first—not the job. “I’m fine, darling. But you better sit down.” He pulled on his sweats.

“Oh dear.” Bobby put a hand over his mouth.

“Come on.” Robin took Bobby’s arm and walked him to the big bed. “Seems like we’ve been here before—not long ago.”

Bobby nodded, crawled across the spread, and buried himself in the pile of pillows, laying his head against a big purple poof. “I’m listening—I guess.”

“Paolo climbed up the scaffold shortly after I got there.”

“Oh.” He didn’t meet Robin’s eyes.

“He started asking me questions about something I was supposedly mailing. Something I knew nothing about.”

“Oh.”

“He mentioned a coat and jacket we were mailing, and I agreed.”

“Oh no.”

“He, then, uh, came on to me.”

“What?”

“We ended up in a big clinch.” Spare the details. “In the middle, he grabs my hair and says I’m not you and we’re liars.”

“Oh shit.” Bobby flopped a pillow over his face. For several minutes he lay like that. Finally he uncovered, sat up, and faced Robin. “This is all my fault.”

Hmm. Not exactly what he’d expected.

Bobby locked his fingers behind his head and bent forward like a crab. His words rushed out. “When I got home with Paolo, I suddenly realized that I didn’t want to invite him in. I pretended you were already home and that I’d remembered a terribly important package I needed to mail. I came inside and Paolo left.”

“Didn’t it occur to you that he might say something about it to me?”

“No. Stupid, I realize, but no. I was just embarrassed to admit that, after all my drama about wanting a boyfriend, Paolo wasn’t doing it for me.”

“You didn’t want to tell me?”

The slow shake of his head communicated a world of hurt.

Robin flopped back on the bed. “Truthfully, it’s a relief. I’ve been thinking that I lost your boyfriend for you.”

“No. But did we lose the job?”

“No. We’re way too far along, and even though he may hate us, Paolo actually loves the mural. I don’t think he’s been lying about that.”

“But you still have to finish it.”

“Yeah. I have a few more days. I figure I can go in at night. I’ll tell the guard they don’t want me up there during the day.”


“I’ll help you. That way we can finish twice as fast.” He smiled that sweet show of teeth and dimples. “After all, you need time to see your boyfriend.”

Robin sat up and faced Bobby—and the music. “While we’re confessing, I need to tell you that Micah and I are just friends.”

“What?” Now that really seemed to interest him.

“Yes. We kind of figured out we don’t have any chemistry, but we love moving furniture together.”

“What does that mean?”

“Long story, but anyway, that’s the truth. I didn’t want to tell you either. Funny how we never keep things from each other—until now.”

“Yeah. Really crappy idea. Look where it got us.” He glanced up. “Why didn’t you want to tell me about you and Micah?”

“I thought you might be sad about choosing the wrong guy—since maybe you could have had either of them.”

“I think I kind of did. Feel bad, I mean. When we were all four together, I clicked more with Micah. Besides, I think Paolo was really disappointed with this Bobby—” He pointed at his chest. “—when he’d gotten used to that Bobby.” He moved his finger toward Robin.

“I doubt it. And it doesn’t matter now anyway. He’s come down solidly on the side of hate.” Air seemed to rush out of his lungs. “I need to tell you, dear. Micah has a brother who hates that he’s gay, so he’s pretty touchy about, uh, us being such flamboyant femmes.”

“Oh.” That was a sad face. “Especially me, right?”

Robin didn’t confirm. “So I think we begin seriously looking for a new boyfriend for Bobby. Start fresh. Clean slate.”

His eyebrows pulled together in some line of pain. “What about you?”

“Oh, you know me. I’m never serious.” He smiled.

How much of that lie could Bobby see?

 

 

“HEY, GORGEOUS, want to dance?”

Bobby looked up at the attractive guy who’d been eyeing him for the last hour. “Oh, I don’t know—”

“Come on, Bobby, go. Go!” Rodney pushed Bobby out of the chair.

He smiled, but it took some effort. “Okay, so I guess yes.” He followed the man’s trim ass in nice summer-wool slacks toward the tiny dance floor in the lounge at the Rose. Jerry and his honey, Mick, were already dancing. The two big firefighters took up more than their share of the available boogie space, but they looked so happy it made Bobby tear up.

The guy turned and pulled Bobby into his arms. Clearly he intended to lead. Okay with me. “I’m Aaron, by the way.” The guy had nice hazel eyes and carefully brushed brown hair.

“Bobby.”

He started a not-very-complex box step. “You’re an artist, aren’t you?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I saw you at the Sawdust. I really like your stuff. Very unique.”

“Thank you.” Come on, be charming. “What do you do?”

“Stockbroker. Let me know if you need any investment tips.”

Bobby laughed. “Believe me, artists need tips on keeping their rent paid, although I’ll admit, we’re having a good summer.”

“We?”

“Me and my brother. We paint together.”

“Oh. Interesting. Keeping it in the—holy shit!”

Bobby looked up at Aaron and followed his line of sight to the door—where, sure enough, Robin had just walked in. Bobby waggled his fingers and called over the piped-in music. “Hi, dear.”

Robin waved back.

Aaron said, “But you two are identical.”

“Yes, of course. We’re the McMillan twins.”

Bobby felt Aaron react—somewhere between a jerk and a laugh.

“What?” Bobby looked up into a face that had been pleasant and now leered.

“Fuck, why didn’t you tell me you were Double Trouble?”

Bobby frowned. “Was I supposed to?”

“Shit, yes. I mean, what does it take to get some backroom action from you two? Hell, I can pay.”

“Pay?” Bobby pressed his hands against Aaron’s chest and shoved. “Get your hands off me, you pervert.”

“What?”

Bobby turned his tail and flipped it back to the table—but his insides rolled with anger and nausea.

Robin saw his face and sprang up. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Nothing I don’t deserve. He saw you and realized we were Double Trouble. He said he’d like to pay us.” Robin clenched his fists, but Bobby put a hand on his arm. “You can’t blame him for getting the wrong idea.”

“Oh? Watch me.” Robin stared pugnaciously across the dance floor.

Jerry and Mick walked over, and since Mick made almost two of either him or Robin, he created a pretty impressive shield between Robin and his would-be victim. He put one big arm around each of them. “Come on, let’s go sit.”

Jerry, the most laid-back of humans, said, “Hey man, I heard what that dude said, and I figure people only pay a high price for shit that’s rare, and you two are. No worries. Come on.”

Robin still glowered, but Bobby sighed and walked back to the table where Rod, Hunter, and David all sat. As usual, David’s guys, Gareth and Edge, were off playing volleyball, so David got included as a solo. He pulled out the two chairs next to him. “Sit, darlings. Let’s order some champagne and figure out what to celebrate.”

That finally got a grin from Robin. “Well, I’ve almost finished the mural. By tomorrow at 9:00 a.m., I should be able to gather my paint brushes and quietly slip away.”

Rod leaned in. “So how did the twin strategy work? Come on, I’m dying to know. Could the asshole tell you apart?”

Bobby glanced at Robin. Wow, he really looked—distressed. If Bobby didn’t know better, he might say hurt. Bobby looked back at Rod. “It worked for a while. Well enough to get us almost through the contract. But finally he realized he’d been fooled.”

“How did he react?” Rod looked back and forth between Bobby and Robin.

Robin’s chest rose and fell, but Bobby didn’t hear the breath. He said, “Not well. He figured out we lied to him, and he’s pretty pissed, but we finished the contract—or soon will have—and he said he loves the mural.”

Bobby nodded. “He said that before he knew about our charade.”

“Was this really uncomfortable for you, Robin?” Hunter frowned.

Robin shrugged. “Oh, you know me. I love a good battle.”

Bobby stared at Robin’s face, the pretty lines drawn with some deep sadness. Why didn’t I think of that? That the fight with Paolo could have hurt Robin? Why do I always assume he can stand anything, take any torture?

Bobby wrapped his arms around Robin, who tensed. “What?”

“I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I asked way too much of you. To go pretend to be me for some asshole who’s mean to you. And then have to take all the fallout alone. I truly am sorry, Robin.”

“Hey, it’s over.”

Bobby nodded.

But Rod had a funny expression on his face as he stared at Robin—then he looked up and his eyes widened. “Hel-lo!”

Bobby tensed and slowly looked over his shoulder. Wow, just wow.

Micah stood there grinning at him. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He glanced at Robin. “Who do you think I am?”

“You’re Bobby. I’d know you anywhere.” He looked a foot sideways. “Hi, Robin. Good to see you.”

“Hey, Micah. Did you just happen to show up at the Rose?”

“Nope. I remembered two of my patients saying they liked this club. I decided to try it out.”

“I seem to recall I’m not a patient anymore.” Robin grinned.

“True.” His eyes locked with Bobby’s. “And I came to ask Bobby if he’d be willing to resign as a patient also.”

Ker-thump. His heart leaped and fell at the same time. Did Micah want to get rid of them altogether? He pressed a hand against his chest. “Oh? Why?”

“So I can ask you to dance.”

Rodney said, “Awwww.”

Tears flashed to Bobby’s eyes. “Really? Me?”

“Of course.” He extended his hand.

“But—”

Robin reached over and pushed him out of the chair. Bobby flew forward, and Micah caught him and smiled. “You do like to dance, don’t you?”

“Better than anything—almost.” Bobby flashed the dimples.

“There’s my boy.” Taking Bobby’s hand, Micah led him the few feet to the dance floor and stopped. “Do you like to lead, or shall I?”

“You can—for now.” Nice to be asked.

Micah laughed as he swung into a spin, and Bobby squealed. Then he settled into a smooth-as-silk slow dance, snuggling Bobby against his chest.

Don’t want to spoil the mood, but—“Robin told me you two decided just to be friends.”

His voice was a smooth and syrupy as his dancing. “Yep. We seemed to like moving furniture together the most.”

Bobby snorted and leaned back so he could see Micah’s face. “That’s what he said, but he didn’t explain.”

“He redecorated my living room. I’ll show you.”

“I like the sound of that.” He smiled but stared at Micah’s collarbone. “I don’t mean to be critical, but who in their right mind would prefer me to Robin?”

“What?”

“Robin’s super talented and has that tortured soul that keeps him mysterious and sexy and just out of reach. I’m this stupid open book.”

Micah lifted his chin with a finger. “I really like to read.” He grinned. “Seriously, Robin is great, fabulous, but he’s just not for me. I like a big dose of romance with my sex. I like someone who reminds me of the sweetness of the world, not its angst and pain. God, Bobby, I’m a doctor. I get enough of that.”

“Honest?”

“I didn’t have to come here, but I couldn’t stay away. I really want to give this a chance.”

Bobby moved a finger back and forth between them and grinned. “This?”

“You bet.”

“Robin told me about your brother.”

Micah let out a long noisy breath. “Yeah. I love him and I love my family, but growing up gay in African American culture isn’t easy, my friend. I dodged and cringed and hid from what I wanted for a long time, but I’m done. I’ve worked hard to get to live my own life and be who I want to be. That’s why I admire you and Robin so much. That certainty and comfort with who you are is one of the first things that attracted me. I’d never ask you to compromise it.”

Bobby stared at Micah’s pulse throbbing in his throat. “But you asked Robin out, not me.”

“It was stupid and I’m ashamed of it. To tell the truth, I was afraid my brother or someone in my family might hurt you, and I couldn’t stand that idea.”

“It was okay to hurt Robin?” He peered up through his lashes. Asking these questions nauseated him, but if he wanted a real relationship, he had to know.

“Like I said, I’m ashamed, but I thought Robin would fight back and wouldn’t be so, you know, wounded.”

Bobby sighed. “This isn’t your fault, but sadly that’s what everyone thinks, and so Robin always gets to swallow the poison and try to convert it to milk.” He looked up into Micah’s big, hazel green eyes. “I’m as much a fighter as Robin. If you want me to meet your family, bring it on, baby. I’d be honored.”

“Hey, maybe we can have a date first. You know, dinner, dancing, making out on the couch.”

Bobby felt his nose wrinkle. “Sorry, I guess I was assuming you were going to love me and want to take me home to Mama.” He looked up and winked.

Micah started to laugh so loudly everyone in the club looked over, but he didn’t stop.

Finally Bobby said, “So when are we doing this date thing?”

“Well, truthfully, I have to go to a formal event for my service club this weekend. It would make it a lot less onerous if you’d come with me.”

“Oooh, is it black tie?”

“Yep.”

“I own my own tux.”

“The man of my dreams.” He popped his dimples.

“Seriously, you want to take me to some big business thing?”

“Bobby, I want to take you everywhere and do everything you can imagine with you.”

Bobby swallowed hard but flashed his teeth. “Darling, you have no idea how many things I can imagine.”






Chapter Nineteen

 

 

BOBBY JOINED in the laughter as they walked back to the table hand in hand. All the guys sat chatting but mostly watching Bobby and Micah. Bobby stopped at the table. “Gentlemen, this is Micah Brown, my used-to-be doctor. Micah, this is Rodney Mansfield.”

Micah raised his brows. “I’m in awe. I own one of your paintings.”

Rod extended his graceful hand. “Then I’m in awe. Delighted to meet you, dear.” He turned to the gorgeous hunk beside him. “This is my husband, Hunter.”

They shook hands, sat in the open chairs, and Bobby introduced David, Jerry, and Mick. “This is just a preview of our happy band of gay Lagunatics. You have to meet David’s guys, Gareth and Edge, plus JJ and Ryan.”

Jerry said, “In case you need a decorator or have to call a cop. Plus there’s Sky and Adam.”

Mick smiled, “An environmentalist and a lawyer. And don’t forget Theodore and Snake.”

Micah’s eyes widened. “Snake?”

Hunter laughed. “Yes, he’s a romance writer.”

Micah nodded. “I look forward to all of it.”

“Yes, dear.” Rod gave Micah a level look. “You hook up with Bobby and you get all of us up in your business all the time.”

Micah accepted the glass of champagne offered by Hunter. “To tell you the truth, I’d welcome the chance to have some gay friends. I’ve been so busy with school, internship, residency, and family, I haven’t really had much time to, you know, fit in.”

“Oooh, does that mean even if Bobby throws you over, we get to keep you?” Rod leaned on his hand and fluttered his lashes. “Hmmm?”

Micah looked a little startled, but Bobby grabbed his arm. “I’m not throwing him over. He’s all mine—if he wants me.”

Micah turned to him. “Trust me. I’ve thought about this a lot, and I do. I really do.”

Jerry sipped his beer. “Uh-oh, guys. I think Double Trouble may be retired.”

Bobby looked up in time to see the flash of pain on Robin’s face. Oh no.

Robin gave that sardonic half smile of his. “Hey, single trouble is probably more than the world can stand anyway.”

Rod met Bobby’s gaze, and they shared a frown.

Bobby accepted some champagne and chatted idly, but the hurt he could feel radiating from his twin sat in his chest like a rock. As he sipped, his pocket buzzed and he jumped. Grabbing his phone, he wrinkled his forehead. “I don’t know this number.”

Rod said, “Probably a sales call.”

Bobby shrugged and clicked. “Hello?” Yes, he sounded suspicious.

“Uh, is this Bobby McMillan?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

“I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Howard Lonegin. We met at, uh, the Rose. You gave me your phone number.”

Bobby laughed. “Of course, Howard Roark.”

“Who?”

“The architect in The Fountainhead. Never mind.”

“Right, of course. I should have known. People called me that in school all the time.”

“So what can I do for you, Howard?”

“Well, I remember you and your brother with great affection.”

Bobby glanced at Micah. “That’s kind of you, Howard.” He stood and walked away from the table. “I should tell you that I’m now attached, so I’m officially retired from the three-way business.”

Howard laughed. “I’m sorry to hear that, but actually I was calling to see if you and or Robin might like to accompany me to an event.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. I know this is a little odd, but as I remember telling you, everyone in my business knows I’m gay, and I’d just love to show up at this event with a gorgeous McMillan on my arm. Or two.”

“Hmm. Do I discern an ulterior motive?”

Another laugh. “You’re too smart for me. Yes, I broke up with my boyfriend a while back, and I’d like the world to perceive me as a gay lothario who’s moved on, instead of a pathetic aging queer who’s pining over his lost love.”

“Are you? Pining, I mean, not aging?”

“Maybe a bit, but not enough to wreck the evening, I think.”

“Well, the fact is, I’m now a one-man man, but—”

“Robin? I mean, I’m not asking for sexual gymnastics or anything. Assure him of that. I just want a smart, beautiful, talented date.”

“There’s a chance. I’ll talk to him. What’s the event?”

“It’s a formal fundraiser for my service organization.”

Bobby laughed. “There might be a good chance. I’ll have him call you.”

“I can’t wait.”

Bobby walked back to the table and grinned at his brother’s glare.

 

 

SIGH. THE sea breeze wafted across Bobby’s face as he walked toward Micah’s car, fingers entwined with the man he’d dreamed of for weeks. God, this was so amazing he was almost scared to be happy. Plus—well, he took a breath.

Micah squeezed his hand. “Hey, is something wrong?”

“Not exactly.”

Micah looked at him, then gave him a tug. “Come on. Let’s go sit for a minute.”

“Sit?”

He tucked Bobby’s hand under his arm and walked to the intersection, then crossed with the light to the ocean side of the highway. From there he led Bobby down a short side street to an access point to the sea. A couple of benches sat on the verge of the sidewalk and the sand. Micah stepped aside so Bobby could sit, then snuggled next to him. The roar and hiss of the surf blocked out all noise from the traffic behind them, and the sand looked almost white in the moonlight. Micah kissed Bobby’s knuckles. “So what exactly?”

Bobby giggled, but some of his discomfort must have shown on his face because Micah said, “It’s okay. Tell me.”

“Well, you know that I have a pretty racy reputation, right? I mean, a lot of men know that I’ve had hookups with near strangers, and most of those were three-ways with Robin, right?” Bobby held up a hand. “I mean, Robin and I never—you know.”

“I never thought you would.”

“But if you ask someone about me, that’s what you’ll hear. And you’re a respected doctor and all.”

“May I ask if you felt badly about yourself while you were having those hookups?”

“What? No, of course not. They were fun.” He smiled.

“Then there’s your answer. If you’re not upset by your social life, why should I be?”

“You’re being honest?”

“Yes. That’s not to say I don’t hate the ass off every guy you thought was attractive, but that’s a different matter entirely. So is that what you were worried about?”

“Partly. You see, since I was busy having, uh, my social life, I never settled down much.”

“That part I do like.” He chuckled.

“But that means I don’t have a ton of experience being a boyfriend. I’m pretty bad at it, I imagine.”

“I don’t either. We’ll learn together.”

Bobby glanced up. The moon shone on Micah’s face. “You have the most beautiful eyes. How did you get green?”

“From my mom. She has green eyes too.”

“My, she did a good job.”

“See, now I think that’s first-class boyfriend stuff right there.” He leaned in and captured Bobby’s lips with his.

Wow. Sweet and soft and—oooh, sssssexy.

Micah cradled Bobby’s face with his big hands and kept kissing.

Half of Bobby wanted to climb onto Micah’s lap and hump. That would be his bottom half. But his brain loved the kissing. In all his wild liaisons, he’d never gotten enough kisses, because Robin didn’t really like it that much. He was always more anxious to get on with the fucking.

Micah pulled his lips back but still held Bobby’s face. Gently he kissed Bobby’s nose. Oh man, was that sweet. “Here’re the choices. We can go to my apartment, have some drinks, and fuck all night.”

“Ummmm.” That did sound wonderful.

“But officially, we haven’t had our first date yet. So if you’d like to just kiss some more and make out a little, and save the heavy stuff for our first—or second, or third—date, I’m open to it.”

“Really?”

Micah pressed his lips against Bobby’s again—but briefly. “I think that’s boyfriend stuff, you know?”

Bobby pointed to the mounded denim straining against his fly. “What do I tell him?”

“Trust me, I’ll be happy to suck him, rub him, or take him up my ass out there on the sand if that’s what you’d like.”

“Seriously?”

He popped a finger on Bobby’s bottom lip. “Sweetheart, why do you have so much trouble believing me?”

“Boyfriend deficiency.”

“Hey, there’s a vitamin for that.” He wrapped strong arms around Bobby, slanted his mouth, and kissed to the center of the earth. Or at least to the center of Bobby’s heart.

When Micah pulled back, Bobby put a gentle hand against his chest. “I feel certain I’ll be even hornier Saturday night than I am now, so even though I’m going to regret this in the middle of the night, I think I’ll vote for no action until the first date.” What am I saying?

Micah gave him a lopsided smile. “I hate the decision already, but I’m glad you made it. Because the fact is, we have a long time to explore each other. We don’t have to rush.”

“We do?”

“Sure. I’m your boyfriend, remember?”

That did it. A huge wall of feeling crashed through Bobby’s chest and rained down in a flood of tears.

“Whoa. Are those happy?”

“So very happy.”

Micah held him tight while he cried. His mom had, Robin had, but this was the first time any other man had ever held him for comfort. Bobby never wanted it to end.

Micah walked them back to his car, his arm tightly around Bobby. A couple of people looked surprised, but mostly they smiled. Even if a majority of the gay population had moved out to the desert, this was still gay-friendly Laguna.

Micah drove him home, parked, got out, and walked around the car to open the door.

Bobby extended his hand, and Micah helped him out. “Thank you.”

At the door to the apartment, Bobby said, “Would you like to come in?”

“Sure. I’d love to see it.”

Inside he flipped on the lights, and Micah looked around, surprised. “Isn’t Robin here?”

“No, poor baby. He’s over at the building finishing the mural so we can complete our contract.”

“Oh, the building Paolo designed.”

“Yes. Want a drink?”

“No. I’ve had plenty.” He walked around the room looking at the view—which wasn’t much at night—and mostly staring at the paintings. “Man, I need to save up to buy an original McMillan and McMillan.”

“I’ll happily give you one.”

“No way. That’s your living.”

“Then I’ll paint you one.”

He turned from where he stood by the wall and gazed at Bobby. “Nothing would thrill me more.” He made a snuffling sound. “Well, that’s one of the things about you that would thrill me.”

Bobby perched on the couch. Having Micah there sure constituted severe temptation.

Micah kept walking and looking. “So what happened with you and Paolo?”

“Oh dear.”

Micah turned and frowned. “What? Is everything okay?”

“Yes, kind of. You see, we did a pretty bad thing. When we got the contract for the mural, Paolo acted like a bastard and insisted that I do most of the painting. That’s stupid, since Robin’s the better painter.”

“Arguable.”

“You’re biased.”

“Maybe.”

“Anyway, that’s why we changed our hair. So Paolo couldn’t tell who was who at the top of the scaffold.”

“Oh, you naughty boys.” He sat on the couch next to Bobby.

“It would have been harmless enough, except Paolo started climbing up to talk to Robin—of course, thinking it was me. He ended up asking him out, which means he was asking me out.”

“I’m getting dizzy.”

“Right. He thought he was asking me, and that’s why I ended up dating him. But of course, the person he liked was—well, not exactly Robin, since he was pretending to be me. Probably some amalgam of the two of us. Anyway, Paolo’s and my date wasn’t the stuff of dreams, but then Paolo found out he’d been duped. He was royally pissed, and it all came down on Robin’s head. Now Robin’s trying to get the mural done without running into Paolo again. But it should all be over tonight.”

“How did Paolo find out?”

Bobby shrugged. “Robin never gave me all the details, but I guess there was shouting involved.”


“That’s quite a story. I know Paolo’s famous for his bad temper. I can see where they might clash.”

“Yes. I wish I could have finished the mural, but it’s really Robin’s baby. I’ve added some touches, but I can’t complete it.”

Micah leaned over and captured Bobby’s lips again. The kiss this time reached new temperature heights. With a shake of his head, Micah stood. “Whew. Paolo’s obviously nuts, but his loss is definitely my gain. And unless we decide to succumb, I better leave before the temptation gets too great.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” Bobby grinned.

“Saturday, however, do I get you for—a long time?”

“I have to be at the festival at 10:00 a.m. Sunday.”

Micah chuckled softly and walked to the entry. “That might be just about enough time—if we don’t plan to sleep.” Laughing, he walked out the door and closed it behind him.

Bobby watched the door close but couldn’t drag his eyes away. Did that really happen? Did Micah Brown really come to the Rose and tell me he wanted to be my boyfriend?

Could he really trust that kind of gift from the gods?






Chapter Twenty

 

 

ROBIN PLUNGED a splash of yellow into the depth of blue. His hand trailed across the mural—his line in the sand of eternity. Slowly he released his breath and stepped back. Done. Done. He plopped on his butt and let his head fall into his hands.

He could sleep for a week—or maybe sit there and cry for a week. Weird, he never cried. Ever. And now he should get over himself and go home, but Bobby waited at home—well, he was probably fucking Micah or home asleep, but he’d be waiting in the morning—and Bobby wanted Robin to go out with Howard What’s-his-name. All the guys wanted him to go. They felt sorry for him, being left alone now that Bobby had finally fallen in love. Shit. Among all the feelings in the world, he hated pity most, especially directed at him.

He snuffled his nose on his paint-dabbed T-shirt. I’m really happy for Bobby. Micah’s great, and I knew when I went out with him that he should be with Bobby. Two of a kind. Unicorns and rainbows, baby. What the fuck do I have to be unhappy about? I never had Micah. God knows, I never had Paolo. I knew I’d lose Bobby to another guy someday, so how can I feel bad about it? It’s what he wants more than anything.

I don’t feel bad! He raised his head, and a waft of coolness swept over his face. What? He touched his cheek and found it wet. No, I don’t feel bad. I feel… lonely.

Yes, he’d known Bobby would finally make good on his promise of settling down one day. He was too dear and sweet a person not to fall into the grip of romance sometime. But Robin had put it off in his mind. Pretended they’d be an independent unit forever. Paying-the-piper day had arrived.

Get over it.

He flipped off the lights he’d been using on the scaffold since he’d been painting exclusively at night. Only the soft glow of the security lights washed over the huge lobby and cast shadows on the mural.

After grabbing a large canvas bag, he shoved supplies into it and dragged it over to where he kept a pulley to raise and lower larger items, then went back for his most precious supplies—his brushes.

The sound of the front doors buzzing open made him jump—then freeze. Not sure why, but he stepped out of the line of sight from the floor and peeked around the edge of the scaffold.

“Sorry to bother you. I’ll only be a short while,” Paolo called to the security guard.

Paolo walked toward the elevator, glanced over his shoulder toward the scaffold for a second, and then pushed the Up button a couple of times. The doors must have opened immediately, because he gave one last look toward the scaffold and stepped into the car.

Heart thumping, Robin stared after him. I need to gather my crap and get out of here.

He hooked his big bag onto the pulley and looped the smaller bags over his neck. First he lowered the equipment, then started down the ladder, taking one final look at his aerie of the last month—and at the softly glowing mural. Not fucking bad, if I do say so myself.

At the bottom, he left two small bags there and grabbed the big one, hauling it toward the entrance. “Hey, Enrico.” He waved at the guard. “I’m taking this out, but I need to come back in, okay?”

“Sure, Robin, but can you hang on a second? I gotta go pee.”

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” Enrico walked down the hall, and Robin walked back to the scaffold for another bag. He glanced toward the elevator where Paolo had disappeared. What’s he doing here at this hour? Robin took a couple of steps forward and, without even planning it, started to run toward the elevator. He hit the button and a door whooshed open. Just that fast, he hopped on and the door closed. What am I doing? His face heated with anger—almost as hot as his throbbing cock. Whatever this was, he now had a problem. He’d never been to Paolo’s office, and it was too late to check the directory in the lobby. Okay, Paolo designed the building, and Hyer Anson’s office wasn’t on the top floor, so maybe Lind’s was. Robin hit eighteen, leaned against the wall, and palmed his dick through his jeans. Do not think.

The elevator stopped, and Robin held his breath as the doors opened. He might come face-to-face with Paolo—or be on an entirely wrong floor.

Neither. The sign on the back wall across from the elevator said Paolo Lind Architecture, but nobody was in sight. Still, some soft music came from somewhere in the office.

Robin crept out and walked through the arch from the elevator lobby into the office proper. There was a desk ahead, large and well organized, like maybe for an office manager or something. Most of the big space was divided into cubicles by a modern office system, and the large windows on every wall but one would probably shine brilliant light into the whole space during the day. Toward the back there seemed to be a few actual offices with doors. One of those was ajar and had light shining from it.

Target.

He walked softly toward the lights, fists clenched and goal unclear.

As he got close, he saw the top of Paolo’s dark head bent over his desk. Though it was only 10:00 p.m., it was still late to be working. Or early.

Robin stopped and stared. From where he hid, he could see Paolo but unlikely Paolo could see him. Indulge. Robin let his gaze drift over the exotic perfection of that face. Since he stared at his computer, Paolo looked slightly down, and his thick lashes made dark fans on his impossibly high cheekbones. How could anyone so beautiful be so fucking mean?

Or so fucking sexy?

A muscle jumped in Robin’s jaw, and he stalked forward another step. What do you have in mind?

Fuck!

He walked the ten steps required to enter Paolo’s fishbowl of an office and struck a pose in the doorway, arm up on the jamb, other hand on hip.

It still took a second for Paolo to notice him. Whoa! His eyes bugged, a hand slapped his chest, and he rolled backward in his chair until it smashed the wall. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Robin stepped into the space. “I came to say goodbye.”

“What?”

“The mural is done.”

Weirdly, he looked at his watch, like maybe the project had been measured in hours. “So you’ve been working at night. That’s why I haven’t seen you on the scaffold.”

“You made it pretty clear you didn’t want to see me ever again. I just complied.”

Paolo frowned but didn’t reply.

“But before I go, I still have a question that hasn’t been cleared up for me.”

Paolo crossed his arms over his chest. “You think it’s my job to explain things to you?”

Robin took another couple of steps toward Paolo, and a little more of the whites of his eyes showed. Of course, Robin’s heart beat so hard he could barely hear. “In this case only you can answer.” Propping a hand on one hip, he sauntered forward until he stood only a couple feet in front of Paolo. “Since you knew that I wasn’t Bobby on the scaffold the other morning, why did you let me suck your cock?”

The crease popped between his brows. “I wasn’t sure.”

“Oh really? You didn’t go ‘Aha, gotcha’ when I agreed about what was being sent?” He took another step closer and now could reach out and touch Paolo’s knees if he leaned forward. Paolo looked—uneasy, yes, but maybe also—what? Challenged? Titillated? Robin added the other hand to his hip and stood with his legs planted apart in their tight, paint-spattered jeans. “Or is there a chance, Mr. Holier Than Anybody On Earth, that you wanted your cock sucked and you wanted it sucked by me, Robin McMillan? Why? Because you knew that I’ve got what you want.” He slid a finger into his mouth and slipped it in and out. Paolo’s eyes shone and never left Robin’s mouth. Slowly, Robin dropped to his knees in front of Paolo.

Paolo licked his lips.

Oh yeah. “You may not like me, but you crave somebody who doesn’t buy your bullshit and might suck you into oblivion or just as easily bite off your dick and spit it to the alligators. Am I right?”

Robin grabbed the two arms of the rolling chair and dragged it forward, throwing Paolo off-balance. With one hand he grabbed Paolo’s too-long silken hair and yanked his head down, smothered his incipient complaints with his mouth, and plunged his tongue into Paolo’s hot recesses. He insinuated his other hand between their bodies, slid down the zipper on Paolo’s jeans, and found a more-than-willing participant inside.

With a twist of the wrist, Robin extracted Paolo’s dick, pumped it a couple of times, getting a mmmmft from Paolo’s throat, and then tore his lips from Paolo’s and swallowed the cock.

“Holy shit!” Paolo half rose from the chair but only succeeded in shoving his hard-as-a-diamond rod deeper into Robin’s throat. Then he didn’t even pretend to resist. His hips bobbed and thrust, and after a second, he buried his hands in Robin’s hair and clutched as he guided his mouth deeper and deeper into the process. “Oh God, yes. Don’t stop. Shit, Robin, shit!”

Robin sucked, licked, plunged the tip of his tongue into Paolo’s slit, then sucked some more. Nothing and no one had ever filled his mouth so—perfectly.

The pleading and chanting got louder and more frantic. I love cheerleading.

Robin wrapped both hands around Paolo’s slippery cock, pumped like he was on firefighting duty, and sucked to prime the pump.

“Shiiit!” Spunk hit the back of Robin’s mouth so hard he almost choked—which would have been wildly bad for his self-esteem. He pulled his mouth away and hand-jobbed the rest of the orgasm. He didn’t swallow for just anyone.

As soon as Paolo’s shudders started to die down, Robin pushed back from the chair and stood.

Paolo’s brilliant eyes flashed open in time to see Robin pull a paint rag from his back pocket and wipe his dripping hand. “I hope you enjoy your mural.”

He stepped back, gaze locked with Paolo’s.

“Paolo? Are you here?” The voice came from somewhere in the office.

Robin’s whole spine froze.

Paolo flashed a frown, grabbed his limp cock, and shoved it in his pants. A second after he zipped, the dude who’d been at the festival with Paolo appeared in the door to his office.

It took every ounce of energy and guts Robin possessed to summon a sardonic sneer. He walked out of Paolo’s office with his shoulders back, laughing as loud as his trembling belly could manage.

Talk about your perfect exit.

When the elevator doors closed, he finally let the tears drip down his cheeks.

 

 

“COME ON, dear. Let me jooj your tie. Hold still.” Bobby fluttered around Robin like a mother hummingbird.

Despite being fully dressed in formalwear, Robin sank farther into the couch cushions. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t feel like it, and who the fuck knows who I’ll see.” How can your stomach drop and heart jump at the same time?

Bobby planted hands on hips on top of his perfectly tailored tux pants. “Robin McMillan, all you’ve done since you finished that damned mural is mope around and paint things that are too dark and angst-ridden to sell to anyone shy of Dracula. Your date will be here in in a matter of minutes, so finish primping and let’s go make the rest of the world, gay and straight, sorry that they don’t have a McMillan twin on their arm.”

“Fuck.” He stood. “Okay.” He sighed loudly but walked to his dressing mirror, admired his newly black hair, though still short in back and floppy on top, and the reintroduction of his eyeliner and skull earring. “At last I look more like me.”

Bobby flashed his rings on every finger. “And I can say the same.”

Their bell rang, and Bobby clapped his hands. “Maybe it’s Micah.” He literally ran toward the door.

Robin had to smile. A smitten Bobby was even cuter than the usual one, and he had to admit, Bobby was about as cute as a guy could get. He’d added some pink streaks into the rosy beige hair they’d both affected for a while, and it suited him—as always.

Robin walked to the door of his bedroom as he heard Bobby say, “Oh, hi, Howard. You’re very punctual, my dear.”

Howard laughed. “I think I’m anxious.”

Hey, nice to have someone anxious to see me. Robin plastered on a smile and walked into the living room.

Bobby said, “Here’s your date. Isn’t he gorgeous?”

Howard gazed at Robin. “Wow. I mean, how do you two do it? You’re absolutely beautiful, and I’m so grateful that you’d do this for me.”

Robin gave him a small shrug. “You look pretty damned gorgeous yourself.” It was the truth. Howard was tall, gray at the temples, and handsome. Robin wouldn’t mind being seen on his arm at all.

That won a big smile from Howard. He clapped his hands together. “So am I escorting you too, Bobby?”

“No. My date should be here soon.”

That statement triggered the universe, and a knock on the door got a bright-eyed smile from Bobby. As he hurried over, Howard said quietly, “This is the new boyfriend?”

Robin nodded.

Like a basket of warm hugs, Micah came in and swept Bobby up in his arms for a twirl. “You look better than ice cream.”

Bobby squealed, and if Robin didn’t love him more than he loved himself, he’d have gagged. As it was, he smiled—a little tightly.

Micah set Bobby down and looked up. He cocked his head. “Howard?”

Howard extended his hand and walked toward Micah. “Micah! What a surprise. I can’t blame you for falling for one of these two.”

As he shook hands, Micah glanced at Robin. “An affection for architects?” He grinned.

Don’t show how that hurts. He slid an arm through Howard’s. “Who could resist Howard Roark?”

Micah didn’t even hesitate. He laughed, which clearly made him an even cooler guy. “I shared that childhood crush.”

Howard said, “Are we all going to the same place?”

“Yes.” Bobby sparkled. “We’re all being serviceful tonight.”

Howard asked, “Shall we all go together?”

Bobby batted his lashes up at Micah. “No. We’re not coming back to the same place.”

“Aha! Two cars it shall be.”

Robin held on to Howard’s arm, and they exited the apartment to Howard’s cherry-red Ferrari. Don’t mind if I do. As a great man once said, let the chips fall where they may.






Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

PAOLO FROWNED.

Joseph gave him a glance and pulled onto the toll road. “What the hell is bothering you now?”

Paolo transferred the scowl to Joseph. “That building. What a mess.” He pointed at the black glass high-rise box some idiot designer had decided to carve the corner off on the bottom. “It looks like a badly supported kids’ toy.”

“The building’s fine, and at least toys are fun, which is more than I can say for you, the king of grumpy.”

Paolo shrugged and stared out the passenger side window at the stupid buildings of Orange County. He muttered, “I don’t know why I stay here.”

“Because it’s a clean, safe, comfortable place to live and work.”

“Crappy reason. Stupid, artificial, Disneyland of a place.”

“Jesus, Paolo, would you like me to drop you off in South Central so you can find the grit and reality you’re seeking?”

He blew out his breath and kept staring out the window, though not seeing much. Sick of this place. Sick of clean and safe and comfortable. So the opposite of what he’d grown up with. He’d run from that unfortunate dose of reality with all his focus and power and wound up… here. Why can’t I find something that moves me?


Liar. Something that moved him occupied one huge wall in his office lobby. The mural screamed of pain and joy, love and hate—and a double dose of real.

Joseph pulled up in front of the club. Kill me now. But I agreed to come, idiot that I am, so suck it up. He plastered a smile on his face, and when Joseph made it around the car, he looked surprised and pleased at the welcome.

As they walked to the door, Paolo heard a low rumble and looked back to see Howard Lonegin’s red Ferrari purring past the entrance toward self-park. He couldn’t blame him. Who’d want to give that car to a valet?

They walked into the entry, where bars had been set up for the predinner cocktail and schmoozing hour, which was now about half-over. People greeted both of them as they walked to one of the lines for cocktails. A waiter walked past with a tray of champagne, and Paolo stopped him. “I’ll take one, thanks. Joseph?”

“No, I want harder stuff.”

The waiter walked away, and Paolo sipped his bubbly as the line progressed slowly forward. Funny how the fizz made him think of the McMillans. Not a train of thought he wanted to encourage. “I’m going to go look at the silent auction. Come find me as soon as you get your drink.” He wandered toward the big two-tiered tables lining one side of the room, with displays of goodies on which members and their guests could bid. The super grand prize, contributed by a group of auto dealerships, was a Ferrari. Not as cool as Howard’s, but still pretty great. He glanced at the last bid, and it was more than he paid himself the previous year. He snorted.

“Not going there?”

The soft deep voice from behind him didn’t belong to Joseph. Paolo turned. “Hey, Micah, how are you? We do seem to turn up at the same places.” He smiled to cover any embarrassment either of them might feel.

“Yes, we do. Of course, this is how we met, right?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Not planning on buying a Ferrari tonight?”

“A bit rich for my blood.”

Micah laughed. “I’d have to sell body parts to buy it.”

“You can have my body parts any day.” That oh-so-familiar voice purred up Paolo’s spine and made him jump. From behind him walked—who? The pink streaks screamed Bobby, but—“Uh, Bobby?”

“Who else, darling?”

“Duh?”

Bobby waved a hand. “We’ve returned to our natural inclinations now that—” He raised his brows but stopped talking.

“Now that you no longer have to fake the fact that Robin did most of the painting?”

Bobby merely shrugged and didn’t even look particularly embarrassed.

Paolo couldn’t quite drop the anger so fast. “You moved on quickly.” He glanced at Micah, who wrapped a protective arm around Bobby.

Bobby waggled his champagne glass. “La la, dear. You and I barely liked each other, while Micah and I were always a match. If you hadn’t wanted to be blind, you would have seen that from the start.”

He frowned. “Tough to see out of eyes the wool’s being pulled over.”

“You deserved it. Who tells you how to design your buildings?” He planted a hand on his hip.

Fascinating that Bobby was so fierce. It ran in the family. “Lots of people tell me how to design my buildings. The clients, mostly.” He set his jaw, but a tiny piece of his brain wanted to laugh. Bobby, the pink pit bull.

Bobby snuggled against Micah, who was frowning at the whole interchange. Bobby flipped his pink bangs. “If you listened to them less, you’d have more fun and probably be more creative.”

That did it. He was either going to kill Bobby or die laughing. He chose the latter.

For a moment Bobby looked suspicious—like maybe Paolo was laughing at him, which he kind of was. Then he grinned.

“So this is where you ran off to. I’ve been looking—what the hell?”

Paolo sighed very quietly. “Hi, Joseph. Sorry. I ran into some friends.”

Joseph scowled. “Friends? Isn’t this the asshole who lied to you and barged into your office and freaked you out?” He pointed directly at Bobby.

Shit. Paolo stared at his shoes. That night at the office when Robin—well, he’d told Joseph the guy barged in and got aggressive. Not a total lie, but it missed the spirit of truth by a mile.

Bobby took a step forward. “Who are you calling asshole, asshole? And I never barged into anything—”

“No. That would be me.”

That voice. Damn, how did he ever mix the twins up? Robin’s silky tenor flowed through his veins like rose oil into a hot bath. Paolo slowly looked over his shoulder—and froze. Robin stood behind him, clinging to the beautifully tailored arm of Howard fucking Lonegin, one of the most successful architects in California. No, make that the world.

Some tiny piece of his brain remembered he liked Howard, revered and admired him for his success, skill, and the ease with which he’d managed to be gay in a good-old-boy profession. All those thoughts barely penetrated the fog of red rage that misted in front of his eyes and filled his throat, choking him.

Joseph’s mouth dropped open. “What the fuck?”

Robin regarded Paolo, moved his gaze to Joseph, and back again. His brows rose and those lips that had sucked Paolo’s dick into another dimension quirked upward like he could barely contain his laughter. “Fancy seeing you here.” Still, the look in those brilliant eyes did not qualify as amused.

Joseph actually sputtered. “But—but there are two.”

Robin walked languidly to his brother and kissed his cheek. “Yes, dear. It’s called twins. Natural phenomenon. Of course, sometimes people mix us up.” He smiled, and it was nasty.

Howard moved between Robin and Bobby and put an arm around each. He glanced at Micah. “Sorry it took us so long to get here. I ran into friends in the parking lot.”

Micah’s eyes danced with interest. “No problem.”

Howard turned his smile on Joseph. “Aren’t they amazing? Good to see you, Joseph.” He nodded and met Paolo’s eyes. “Paolo.”

How much did Howard know? Had Robin sought him out because he guessed that his dating Howard Lonegin would piss off Paolo more than practically any human?

As if Howard heard him, he said, “I understand you hired my boys shortly after I met them. Good taste, I must say, but then you’ve always been an innovator.”

“So you’ve been acquainted for a while, then.”

“Oh yes, and they’re so unforgettable, I sought them out. To be sure we didn’t lose touch, you understand.” He smiled. Damn the fucking man. He had to know what he was saying and doing, but fuck, you couldn’t melt cream cheese in that sweet mouth. Howard pointed at the table where the silent auction boxes stood. “You going to bid on the car? I know you always liked mine.”

“No.” Paolo couldn’t say more, or he’d he was likely to scream all the profanity he knew. Robin snuggled against Howard’s side like a goddamned barnacle on the man’s goddamned yacht.

“So when do I get to see this amazing art in public places?”

Joseph sneered. “Are you talking about that finger paint on the wall of Paolo’s office? Shit. I could hire a flock of five-year-olds and get more for less.”

Paolo felt his own hands ball into fists. Micah’s hold on Bobby’s waist tightened noticeably as Robin gave Joseph a look of such withering disdain he should have folded to the floor. “Yes, dear, but how would you get all that black velvet to the kindergarten?” He pulled on Howard’s arm. “Let’s go, dear.”

Howard so clearly wanted to laugh, his tongue must hurt from biting it. He gave Joseph an amused look, shared it with Paolo, then tucked Robin against him and walked away.

Micah grabbed Bobby. “We better join them before you learn the real meaning of Double Trouble.” Bobby snorted and let Micah haul him after Robin.

Joseph hissed his words between his teeth. “What the hell just happened? You didn’t tell me there were two of them.”

Paolo sighed. “Yeah, there are two. I think I’ll take that drink now.” He turned abruptly and walked toward the bar, not giving a shit if Joseph caught up. He stopped in line, and Joseph bumped into his back.

“What the hell did he mean by that velvet crack?”

“Don’t worry about it. Why don’t you find our table since we’ll be going in soon? I’ll get you another drink, okay?” He forced a turning up of lips.

“I’m going to go shove some bids into the auction. They’ve got some cool shit up for grabs. Then I’ll go to the table.” He looked at the people ahead of Paolo in line. “You’ll be awhile.”

He strode off, and Paolo stared after him. Why am I here? What the bloody fuck am I doing here with him?

Like the great cosmic joker wanted to answer his questions, Paolo saw Joseph stop abruptly and share a guy hug with Moses Zeltan. Paolo sighed. Right. Joseph is good for business.

He wiped a hand over his face. His teeth hurt from clenching them, but not as much as his swollen cock. With a yank he closed his tux coat over it. Feeling this way about Robin, the little shit, made no sense, but his cock didn’t get sensible. It had blowjob memory and knew the best pair of lips on the West Coast. Nah. Probably more like a national title. Why couldn’t it have been Bobby he wanted? So simple. Well, not really, since Bobby doesn’t like me either and clearly loves Micah. He pinched the bridge of his nose to try to dissuade the headache sneaking up his tense neck.

“Hey, Paolo.” A hand gripped his forearm.

Paolo’s eyes blinked open and he stared at Mo. “Hey, sorry. Just resting my eyes.”

“Sure. I rest my eyes for short naps at these things.” He laughed and then lowered his voice. “Can I talk to you for a second?” He looked around like he didn’t want anyone to hear.

“Sure. Can we do it here?” He waved a hand at the line.

“Uh, we can wait until Monday.”

“No, do you want to go outside?”

“I hate to make you lose your place.”

“It’s okay. I’m not that dedicated to drinking.” Of course, his cock could use a stiff drink.

Mo took off toward the entrance at speed, and Paolo followed. Damn, he seemed serious. Outside, Mo turned toward the side parking area and came to a stop beside a couple of the fancier cars the valets had left out front. Mo turned with a crease between his brows. “Look, I don’t mean to tell you your job.”

Paolo almost laughed after his exchange with Bobby. “I’m listening.”

“We wanted to work with you because you’re not like everybody else. What I’ve been seeing is middle-of-the-road crap. It doesn’t look like what I thought I was hiring.”

Punched in the stomach. Paolo actually huffed out air. “Wow.”

“What? Did I shock you?”

“Yeah.” He nodded trying to catch his breath. “You did.”

“But I told you I wanted different, even radical.”

Paolo smiled and shook his head. “And I’m an idiot.”

“Well, you’d know best.” Mo grinned.

“I’m going to tell you the truth. You told me radical, but I knew—well, let’s just say I made assumptions about what you might mean by radical and—” He blew his breath. “—seriously undershot the mark. I sincerely apologize. Honestly, my team tried to tell me. It’s entirely my fault. We can and will do better if you give us a chance.”

“Shit, yeah. I know you can do it because I’ve seen it. You can’t think too far outside the box for me.” He crossed his arms. “You know what I want you to use as inspiration?”

“What? The Crosby building?” One of his wilder creations built in Denver.

“Nope. That mural in your lobby. Think of that and design me a building.”

Paolo stared at Mo, his whole body vibrating.

Mo narrowed his eyes. “I’m relying on the fact that you guys will get back on track.” His lips turned up. “And by the way, Joseph and I went to high school together. Our mothers were friends. When I said I was going to hire you to design a building for me, he mentioned you two go out sometimes.” He turned and started walking back toward the entrance, then looked back. “I was surprised.” He winked and chuckled his way in the door.

Paolo let his butt flop against the Porsche behind him, relearning how to breathe.






Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

ROBIN OPENED his mouth like a baby bird, and Bobby shoved a piece of buttered roll into it. “Here. Some food will improve your mood.”

“Mmmf.” He chewed and swallowed. “My mood is fucking fine.” He stared around at the tables that were mostly full of people—except for theirs, which still had two empty chairs. Maybe that was why they didn’t seem to be getting any food.


Bobby slapped Robin’s arm, and Howard barked a laugh. “Now, now. Tell Howie what’s troubling you.” He smiled and leaned on his hand, which was pretty cute. Based on the number of people who’d come over to pay homage to Howard since they sat down, the man must advise the queen on architecture.

Robin patted Howard’s arm. “Nothing. I’m just pissed that Lind tried to control how we do our work.”

Another Bobby snort interrupted him. “You’re such a liar.”

Howard turned to Bobby. “Tell me more.”

Bobby stared at Robin and said, sotto voce, “He’s trying to escape the fact that he’s got a crush on his abuser.”

Robin’s head snapped toward Bobby. He didn’t say that.

Howard grinned. “How Patty Hearst of you.”

Robin stared at Bobby like he’d hit him.

Howard swiveled his head between Robin and Bobby. “Wait. You’re serious. Really? You have a crush on Paolo?”

“Fuck no. Get over yourself.” He snarled at Bobby and Howard in one snap.

“There’s no other explanation, Robin. You’ve been dragging your ass and acting like someone killed your hedgehog since Paolo discovered that you were me or I was you or however the hell you say that.”

Robin squeezed the words out between his clenched jaws. “Why are we discussing this here?”

“Because at home, you lie on the couch and pretend I’m not talking to you.”

“I don’t believe you’re doing this.”

Micah put a hand on Bobby’s arm, and Bobby nodded. “I’m sorry. I’ll shut up.” Bobby crossed his arms over his beautifully dressed chest.

Micah said, “If you want to talk about it, Robin, come see me.”

Robin threw the piece of bread from his salad plate at Micah, and it bounced off his shoulder. Fortunately it wasn’t buttered. “Shit, will you guys give it up?”

“Uh, did you lose something?”

Okay, final fucking straw. He looked over Micah’s shoulder at Paolo, who stood there holding the goddamn bread in his hand. Beside him was that fucking idiot he’d come with.

Paolo shrugged. “I think these are our seats.”

Howard glanced at Robin. Way to be conspicuous. He nodded. “I’m sure they thought they’d put the architects together.”

Every muscle in Robin’s body tensed. Leave. He wanted to just run. That meant he’d make a fucking scene and deprive Howard of the evening during which he’d wanted to show the world he was fine despite losing his lover. Shit, Howard’s not acting like an idiot, and he lost the man he loves, not some asshole whose cock you like to suck. Get over it and grow up.

Robin gripped Howard’s arm. “Maybe now that we’re all here, they’ll feed us.”

Paolo leaned over and put the roll he’d caught on Robin’s empty bread plate. “Eat up.”

Hmm, I could throw the plate at Paolo.

Robin smiled sweetly. “Why, thank you.” He looked up at Paolo and ran his tongue over the smooth surface of the roll.

Goal! Paolo’s smile faded and his eyes got a glassy look. He plopped his butt into one of the empty chairs. His asshole companion, Joseph, stared around as if he was looking for an alternate place to sit, but every spot seemed taken. He frowned but sat.

That seemed to trigger the waiters, and salads finally appeared. Robin chewed and carried on an animated conversation with Howard, largely ignoring Paolo and his obnoxious date. “And I read you did this amazing building in the United Arab Emirates and it won every kind of award from design to environmental. Is that true?” He pitched his voice just high enough to be irritating and gazed raptly into Howard’s eyes.

“Well, yes, I guess it is.” Howard grinned. He didn’t miss much.

Robin gave a little squeal that would almost have done justice to Bobby. “Ooh, you have to taste this cherry tomato.” He held it to Howard’s lips, ignoring the three tomatoes just like it on Howard’s salad plate. Howard opened and Robin slipped in the tomato, leaving his finger in Howard’s mouth just that second too long.

Howard moaned elaborately. “Mmmm. Best tomato ever.” He whispered, “You devil.”

In another Bobby gesture, Robin planted a hand on his own chest. “Moi?” He turned back to his plate but casually glanced over at Paolo, who was talking to Asshole Man next to him, but a crease rode the space between his dark eyebrows.

A man at the podium called for their attention and started thanking people for their help with the event. Lots of applause. Robin’s gaze kept sneaking to Paolo, who would flash a look at Robin and then shift in his chair. Good. I hope your cock turns blue.

The host at the mic prompted them all to get their final bids in for the silent auction while the waiters served the main course. Chairs scraped and people hurried toward the tables, creating near collisions with the servers propelling forward in the opposite direction.

Joseph said to Paolo, “I wanna check my bid on the car. You coming?”

“No. You go ahead.”

Howard rose gracefully next to him. “Come along, Robin. Let’s see if there’s anything you want among the auction items.”

Robin laughed and almost hugged Howard right there. No wonder Bobby had picked the man. What a kind person. Robin stood regally, took Howard’s arm, and sailed to the table without ever looking toward Paolo, but his back practically burst into flames from the heat of the gaze that must be boring into him. Robin leaned in. “Can I just say that you’re the best?”

Howard chuckled softly. “Ah, I’ve just been playing the game a long time, my dear. Lots of practice.”

At the auction table crowded with people, Howard said, “See anything you like?”

“Don’t be silly, darling. You don’t need to bid on things for me.”

“How-ard.”

The musical voice came from behind them. Howard’s arm froze under Robin’s hand. Robin glanced up and saw the smile applied to Howard’s face like so much paint on a canvas. Howard turned slowly, still clinging to Robin.

Ahead of them stood a slender man with a full head of shockingly perfect silver hair, dark brows, and the face of a twink aging well. Howard nodded. “Eldon. What a surprise.”

Eldon alternately glared at Robin and smiled at Howard. “Why a surprise? I love raising money for the children. You know that.”

Howard smiled softly. “Yes, I do. Eldon, this is my friend Robin McMillan, the artist.” He said it as if the entire world would know the name, and Robin extended his hand with the same conceit.

“Good to meet you.”

Eldon examined Robin through narrowed eyes, appraising but not nasty. “I’ve seen your work at the festival.”

“I see.” Robin held his breath waiting for snark. It didn’t come.

“Your work is very good. Exceptional, even. I made a note to return to the festival and seriously look at your paintings.” He gazed at Howard with so much longing in his eyes, Robin could have painted it. “Howard always has the very best taste.”

Robin nodded. “You’re kind.” He glanced at Howard. “But then, Howard would never have chosen to love anyone who wasn’t kind.”

Eldon slapped a hand to his mouth and tears flashed to his eyes. “Oh.”

Howard met Eldon’s eyes. He never stopped holding Robin’s arm, but his whole soul seemed to flow out to the man in front of them.

Eldon whispered, “Yes, he did love me—once.”

Howard spoke so softly Robin barely heard it. “Once and always.”

“I’m such a fool.”

Howard frowned. “No—”

Robin stuck up a hand. “Oh yes, he is. And so are you, Howard. Breaking up for whatever reasons is one thing. Breaking up when you so clearly love each other is ridiculous.”

A very handsome, studly young guy suddenly appeared at Eldon’s side. “There you are. I’ve been looking all over, man. Come on or we’ll miss the last bids.” He pulled, and Eldon stared at Howard as he walked away.

“We’ll talk?”

Howard nodded. “Oh yes.”

Eldon smiled sweetly at Robin. “Thank you.” He disappeared into the crowd.

Howard wiped at his face. “What just happened? He laughed.

“I think the earth moved and you and the guy you love are on your way to making up.”

“Thanks to you.”

“Nah. You would have done it anyway.”

Howard turned and held Robin’s biceps as he stared levelly at him. “I’m not so sure of that.” He pulled him toward the auction. “Come on.”

Robin stood glancing toward Paolo’s stiff back as Howard shouldered his way into the crush of bidders. He was gone several minutes, then returned, smiling, and they went back to the table. By the time they sat, their plates of roast beef and turkey were already there, and they fell to eating.

Robin chatted with Bobby and Micah, but Howard smiled at Paolo. “I heard about the TechZel building. Congratulations.”

Paolo nodded. “Thank you.” He gave a funny little smile. “We’re excited about it.”

Joseph said, “Yes. Mo and I go way back.”

Robin’s jaw tightened.

Howard nodded. “Yes, so I heard. He told me he was surprised to learn that you knew Paolo—after he’d selected him.” The pause was so slight, he might have imagined it. Robin squeezed Howard’s hand, and Paolo looked up with surprise and pleasure in his eyes.

Paolo said, “I’m glad you weren’t in the running for that one, Howard, or we’d never have been so lucky.”

“Quite the contrary. You always give us a run for our money.”

As the waiters started collecting plates, the host reappeared at the podium. “We’re going to start announcing the winners of the silent auction prizes as soon as you all have your coffee. I’d personally like to thank our many silent benefactors who so generously contribute to the auction without actually bidding on the prizes.”

Robin glanced at Howard. That would be his speed, for sure.

The waiter silently filled their cups and offered a choice of desserts. Bobby picked the chocolate bombe and Robin opted for a lemon tart. He laughed. “It suits my sour personality.”

Howard grinned. “I’d go with ‘tangy.’”

That crease reappeared on Paolo’s forehead.

They began reading the winners of the many prizes, and people cheered and ran up to collect their certificates that entitled them to pick up their prizes at the entrance later. There were so many, it got kind of boring except when Micah won a case of champagne. He presented his certificate to Bobby and got a huge hug in return.

Joseph bounced his knee and looked at his watch. “When are they going to get to the car?”

“I expect that comes last.” Paolo gave him a tight smile.

Finally, the MC said, “And now for the grand prize, which I assure you has garnered a very substantial contribution to the kids. Our thanks to the Classic Class Ferrari dealership for their amazing donation of this beautiful automobile.” He chuckled. “Are you holding your breath?” Everyone laughed. Joseph’s knee bounced harder. “The winner of the auction for the new Ferrari is—Robin McMillan.”

There were murmurs and applause, but Robin barely heard them. What the hell? He looked around like the Mad Hatter would soon appear. Howard grabbed his arms. “Go get your prize.”

“What?”

“Go get it.” Howard beamed so hard he could have lit the room.

“But—”

“Mr. McMillan.” The MC’s voice got him moving. He rose and walked up to the podium, where a pretty girl handed him his certificate and a photographer flashed pictures as he looked bewildered. Holding the envelope, he managed to get back to the table. A few people patted him as he went by, and a lot of whispers happened behind hands.

He plopped in the chair. “You can’t do this.”

Howard laughed. “Watch me.”

Joseph sputtered, “What the hell happened?”

Paolo’s cold voice pierced Robin’s fog. “Howard bought a Ferrari for Robin.”

Howard put a warm hand on Robin’s arm. “To thank you for—everything.”

Paolo’s voice hissed. “I’m sure he was cheap at twice the price.”

That icy retort might as well have been a shot of rocket fuel. Robin leaped from the chair and leaned halfway across the table at Paolo. “What would you know about kindness or generosity, you self-righteous asshole?”

“It’s better than being a—” A cell phone started ringing, and Paolo grabbed at his pocket. “Damn.” He pulled it out and stared, then clicked. “Yes?” He listened, his angry face turning to fear. “What?”

Suddenly a good-looking Hispanic man, dressed casually in contrast to the sea of monkey suits, pressed through the space between tables where diners were just starting to stand and proceed toward the dancing scheduled to happen in the next reception area. He pressed a hand to Paolo’s back as Paolo looked more and more upset listening to his phone. “Boss, I came to get you in case you didn’t hear your phone.”

Paolo put a hand on the guy’s shoulder and kept listening. “Okay. Tell the police. I’ll be right there.” He stood and looked at the Hispanic guy. “Thanks, man.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Just keep things running until I get back.” He looked around frantically. “Joseph, can I borrow your car?”

“Shit, no. How will I get home?”

The Hispanic guy pressed some keys into Paolo’s hand. “Here.”

Howard said, “Don’t worry. We’ll take him home. Can we help you?”

“No, thanks. Family emergency.”

Robin’s whole body trembled from the leftover anger and truthfully from concern for Paolo.

Paolo started toward the door. Robin moved on his own. He took two steps and grabbed the Hispanic guy. “What’s happening?”

The guy frowned. “You’re the artist?”

“Yeah.”

“A problem with his mom.”

“Is she sick?”

He glanced around as if to be sure no one was listening, then said, “She’s lost. She’s an alcoholic. Her caregiver lost track of her. The police are on their way.”

“Where is she?”

“In Laguna Hills.”

No thought. Robin tossed the winner’s certificate to Howard, kissed his cheek, and ran like a shot toward the door where he saw Paolo’s disappearing back. Bobby called, “Robin. They need you for prize photos.”


Robin called back, “You do it” and kept running.






Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

PAOLO RUSHED into the parking lot, beeping the key lock since he couldn’t quite remember what Alonzo’s car looked like. The sound of footsteps behind him made him stop. Joseph? Maybe he’ll drive so I can look out the window for Mom? He turned. “Thanks for—What the fuck are you doing here?”

Robin stopped a couple of yards away, his newly black hair as shiny as his tux. “I want to come with you.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I know a lot about drunks. I can help.”

Paolo almost shook his head, he was so confused. “Uh, I know a lot about drunks too. I was raised by one.”

“Yes, but she’s your mother, so your judgment is bound to be off. Just give me the keys and I’ll drive. Then you can call the cops or whoever else you need to talk to.” He held out a hand.

Paolo crossed his arms. “Don’t you want to drive your new Ferrari?”

Robin planted his hands on his hips. “Give it up, Paolo. The time for stupid cock-teasing games is over. Give me the fucking keys.”

Before he could even think, Paolo held them out. Robin walked forward and grabbed them, looked at the key, glanced around the lot, seemed to recognize a likely car, and clicked the lock. Sure enough. Beep. He jogged to the shiny Camry.

Paolo closed his mouth and followed him, then climbed into the passenger seat. As he fastened his belt, he said, “How’d you do that?”

Robin pressed the starter. “The guy who came to get you looked like he might drive a sensible car.” He scooted the seat forward, checked the mirrors, and headed out of the lot. “Okay, Laguna Hills.” He turned toward the entrance to the freeway.

Through his panic for his mom, some sheer amazement at Robin’s cool efficiency still seeped through. Paolo called and discovered the police were looking and the neighbors had been questioned. No luck so far.

Robin turned right into the residential neighborhood where Paulo kept the home for his mom. “Nobody’s seen her yet?”

Paulo shook his head but kept staring out the window. “No.” God, his stomach practically ripped a hole in his abdomen, it was so cramped.

“I know how it is. You want to kill them a lot of the time, but you don’t want them to die.”

Paulo looked over his shoulder. “That’s exactly how I feel. Turn right at the next corner.”

A police car sat parked in front of the house. Robin pulled up, and Paolo was out the door and across the lawn before he heard the car door close behind him. Inside the house, Ida sat with her hands gripped between her thighs and a deer-in-the-headlights expression.

Paulo strode across the room. “Sorry I wasn’t here. I’m Paolo Lind, Mrs. Lindero’s son. I understand she got intoxicated and can’t be found.”

The officer whose nametag said Ellison rose. “Yes. We’re trying to determine if this is habitual behavior. Ms. Archuleta doesn’t seem to grasp what I’m asking.”

Paulo asked her the question in Spanish, remaining neutral in case the cop spoke two languages. He widened his eyes a bit as he spoke.

“No.”

Ellison said, “So it’s not habitual?”

“My mother is forgetful. She likes to drink and literally forgets how much she’s had. She did this once before. I appreciate the police helping us find her.”

“Perhaps she needs better supervision.”

Paolo’s mouth opened and fists clenched. A warm hand clutched his shoulder.

Robin said, “As you know, it’s difficult to find the right kind of facility for people who are mostly cognizant and behave normally. Mrs. Lind has an excellent caregiver.”

“Lind?” The cop frowned.

Paolo said, “Lindero. Sorry. This is Robin McMillan. An associate. He knows me as Lind.”

Robin looked at Ida. “Would it be okay if I asked you some questions?”

Paolo said, “Él va a hacer preguntas, sí?”

She nodded but kept staring at Paolo. He patted her hand.

Robin gave him an interested look. “So you’ll translate?”

“She speaks English. She just gets a little flustered sometimes.”

Robin sat on a chair beside Ida. Ellison made notes from across the room. Robin said, “Where is Mrs. Lind’s, uh, Lindero’s favorite place? Where does she always want you to take her?”

“The mall.” She nodded rapidly. “She loves the fish and to look at the—” She made a motion as if painting her lips.

Robin said, “Lipstick? Cosmetics?”

She smiled.

Robin glanced at Paolo. “Would she know how to get there from here?”

“It’s a ways. She’d have to cross a bunch of big streets. Even the freeway entrance, for fuck’s sake. It’s dark out.”

“I think we better look there.” Robin stood.

Paolo frowned. “But it’ll be closed.”

“She might not know that.”

“Shit.”

Ellison said, “I’ll send a squad car.”

Paolo held up a hand. “Can we have a chance to find her first? She might run if she sees police.” He glanced at Robin. “Bad associations from earlier in her life.”

“I’ll send the car but ask them to hang back for a few minutes.”

“Thank you.” Paolo turned to Ida. “Stay here in case she comes back.”

She nodded, folding her sweater tightly over her chest.

Robin hurried to the door with Paolo behind him. When they got in the car, Paolo said, “Why’d you think to ask that?”

He pulled out from the curb, and Paolo pointed toward the next turn. Robin said, “When my uncle was drunk, if I didn’t find him at the bar, he’d be in his favorite park, where he liked to watch a few mangy animals they kept in cages. I’d just go round him up.”

“How old were you?” Paolo stared at Robin’s pretty face.

He shrugged as he turned right on Moulton. “Started when I was about six or seven, I guess. He was the first one to figure out that we were gay—not real popular in our neighborhood. But he stood up for us. He meant to be a good influence, but he was a drunk. Nobody admitted it in my family, so they sent me to him all the time. I always figured my mother liked Bobby around best. He was so bright and I was so moody. She didn’t know she was sending me to be the caretaker for an alcoholic.” A flash of deep pain seared across his face. “At least I hope she didn’t.”

“Didn’t Bobby have to go too?”

“I wouldn’t let him. Eventually Harold stopped asking.”

“Shit, Robin.”

He pointed as he stopped the car. “We’re here.” He carefully surveyed the outdoor mall in front of them. It was mostly dark, but outdoor lights cast a soft glow. “Let’s start with wherever the fish are.”

Paolo nodded and climbed out of the car. They trotted to the escalator that ran up to the next level, and Paolo led the way to the koi fishpond in the center space. His mom loved the fish. Especially the bright yellow ones. The first time she’d ever seen them—real fish in a shopping center instead of metal detectors—she’d sat there for half an hour, letting them nibble her fingers. That memory brought a little heat behind his eyes.

They stopped near the pond, and Paolo wandered all the way around, gazing into the shadows. He glanced at Robin, who stared at him with wide eyes. “Nobody.” Damn. “Not here. It seemed like a good idea.”

“Don’t give up yet.” Robin stared around until he faced the large Nordstrom sign that shone in the dark. “Let’s try there. They’ve got lots of cosmetics.”

“It’s closed.”

“And—like I said.”

“Okay.”

Robin took off in a power walk, and Paolo watched his tight ass twitch under his beautiful tux jacket. Paolo had been so happy to have any help he could get, he hadn’t really stopped to think, but—he rushed ahead and grabbed Robin’s arm. “Hey.”

Robin turned, staring at where Paolo’s hand held him. “What?”

“Why are you doing this? I mean, you were at a party. You left your date, for crap’s sake. Why are you even here?”

Robin’s gaze moved from Paolo’s hand up his arm to his face. Their eyes locked, and tingles traveled to every extremity. Robin frowned. “I don’t think either one of us wants to examine that too closely. Come on, we’re wasting time.” He pulled his arm away and broke into a trot.

The Nordstrom sign reflected off the night sky, but the doorways were in shadow. Robin slowed to a walk and then into almost a crouch as he crept forward.

As they got closer, a harsh voice scratched over a soft banging—more of a thumping. “Lemme in. Come on, need to see the pretties. Come on.”

Paolo stepped closer. He could just make out his mom sitting on the concrete, leaning against the door while idly thumping the glass with the back of her hand. “Wanna come inside.”

“Mom?”

Her head snapped up. “Oh damn.”

Robin glanced at him and smirked. Yeah, his mom wasn’t exactly thrilled to see him.

Paolo walked forward slowly. His mom pulled a bottle out of the purse she had clutched to her side, screwed off the lid, and swigged some of the contents.

“Shit! Give me that.” He made a dive and tried to grab the bottle. She pulled it back, and he overreached and slammed into the glass door. “Ow. Shit!” He grabbed his shoulder and leaned his back against the wall. “I don’t believe you’re drinking.”

“What else do I have to do?” Her voice always sounded like she was a smoker instead of a drunk, but he’d never seen her with a cigarette.

She swigged again, and he shook his head. Everything in him wanted to shrivel up and die. He’d fought so hard to get the fuck out of poverty and squalor and the misery of his childhood, but she dragged behind him like a huge boat anchor. No matter what he did, he couldn’t control her. He couldn’t make her better, and that made everything else a sham.

Robin’s soft voice turned his head.

“Hi, Mrs. Lindero. Looks like the store’s closed.” Well, damn. He was kneeling beside her as if he wasn’t wearing a $500 tuxedo.

“Yeah. Took me a while to get here. Lots of cars.”

“Kind of scary, I’ll bet.”

“Yeah. Really scary. Got to get up nerve to go back.”

“Think you can make it?”

Paolo opened his mouth, but Robin’s hand came out behind him and made a patting gesture.

“Not sure, to tell the truth.”

“We could probably take you home. I mean, if you wanted to go.”

She looked up and cocked her head, still holding the bottle. “Who are you again?”

“My name’s Robin. You know, like the bird?”

“Yeah.” She still eyed him questioningly if not suspiciously.

“I’m a friend of Paolo’s.”

“Paul’s.” Paolo spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

“Right. I’m a friend of Paul’s.”

She stared at Robin, then up at Paolo. Suddenly her whole face lit up. “Are you Paul’s boyfriend? Shoot, I’ve been waiting for you forever. Man, this is so great. I wanted him to settle down and have a happy life, but he just keeps on being miserable, and I feel so bad. But now there’s you. Oh God, honey, I’m so happy to meet you.” She reached out a hand toward him, and he leaned in so she could pat his cheek, but his eyes peered back toward Paolo.

“So what do you say, ma’am? Want to give me the bottle and we’ll all go to the car and then drive back home.”

She frowned and held the bottle tight against her chest. “Why?”

“Well, you know you’ve been drinking more lately. Right?”

“So?”

He shrugged. “Does that make things better?”

“I don’t drink that much.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize that.”

“Yes.” She held out the bottle. “See. There’s lots left.”

He cocked his head. “Looks mostly gone.” He stood and brushed off his knees. “But you’d know best.”

“Wait. Where’re you goin’?”

“Home. It’s late.”

“Aren’t you going to take me?”

“If you want to go.”

“You mean you’d leave me here?”

Robin turned and speared her with his gaze. “Mrs. Lindero, you’re a grown-up. You make your own decisions. If you want to walk home, that’s up to you.”

She frowned. “I could die walking home.”

“Yes, especially if you’re drunk. But then Paul could decide to run the car into a wall and kill us all.”

Her head snapped up. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“Um. Why do you think that?”

“He wouldn’t kill me—us.”

“Why?”

“Because he—he takes care of me.”

“Really? You act more like he keeps you captive.”

She frowned. “He doesn’t want me to drink. He takes it away.”

“Why?” His voice was sharp.

“I-I—”

Robin started to walk away.

“He doesn’t like it.”

He looked over his shoulder. “Why?”

She shrugged and he walked.

“Because I do dumb things.”

“Oh? Do you? Like what?”

“Well….” She stared at the bottle. “Like coming here, I guess.”

“Oh, interesting.”

“Are you two gonna get married?” She grinned.

Robin’s mouth opened and stayed that way.

Paolo snorted. “We haven’t talked about anything like that, Mom.” He swallowed. Try to stay on the same track as Robin. “So are you coming?”

“I sure would like to have a new dress.”

“You’ve got plenty of money to buy one.”

“I mean to wear to your wedding.” She laughed.

“Come on.”

Robin started back toward where they’d left the car. His mother staggered to her feet and grabbed Paolo’s arm. Still, she walked pretty firmly. “He sure is cute. About time you found somebody worth knowing.”

Half his brain screamed He’s not my fucking boyfriend, and if you’d just quit drinking, maybe we could have a life. Yeah, that works. He put his arm around her, and they walked to the car.






Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

ON THE short drive home, Paolo’s mom said, “So, Robin, what do you do?” Robin was driving and his mom had shotgun, so she had full access. She seemed remarkably sober all of a sudden.

“I’m a painter, ma’am.”

“A painter? That’s very exciting. A painter and an architect. A perfect match. And you should call me Josie, honey.”

“Did you have a career, ma’am?”

He asked it idly, but Paolo froze.

From the back seat, Paolo could see her head pull down into the collar of her shirt. “I was a waitress some and I did hair for a bit. I guess I wasn’t what you’d call career oriented.”

“There were a lot of glass ceilings for women, I imagine.”

“Yes, I guess that’s so.” Her voice sounded soft and croaky.

“Did you ever have something you really wanted to do?” Robin turned back into his mom’s neighborhood.

“Yes. I wanted to be a singer.”

What? Paolo practically hit his head against the window, he turned it so fast. He almost laughed but swallowed it just in time.

Robin sounded perfectly even. “Oh? What do you like to sing?”

“Oh, sweetie, I can’t sing anymore. Not with this voice. No, once I had a voice like an angel. I sang country western like a regular Dolly Parton or Carrie Underwood. Some people even thought I could make it big.”

Paolo couldn’t catch his breath. How could he not know this?

Robin said, “You said, ‘this voice.’ Did your voice change?”

“Yeah.” If a world of bitterness could be contained in one word, he just heard it.

“What happened, Mom?”

“Oh, nothing important, Paul.”

“Please tell me.”

“I wouldn’t want you thinking bad about your father. After all, you got your brains from him.” She said it as if it were scientific fact. “And that pretty face.” She looked toward Robin. “Paul’s dad was part from Indonesia. So pretty.”

Robin glanced back at him and seemed to slow the car like he wanted to prolong the ride home. “What happened to your voice, Josie?”

She sighed. “Paul’s dad had a bad temper. Really smart, but he could be a mean son of a bitch, if you’ll pardon my French. Paul never knew him. Probably good. I was trying to be a singer when I met him, and he told me he could get me gigs and said he wanted to manage me. One night he got drunk and mad and slammed me in the throat with a lead pipe. Ended my career—yeah, and his career in management too. He left and then he died.”

“Mom, how the hell did I not know this?”

“Like I said, no point talking bad about the dead.”

“But he wrecked your voice and your singing!”

“Yeah. He did that.”

Robin asked, “How old were you when this happened?”

“Sixteen.”

“Where were your parents?”

She sighed again. “They were a couple of drunks. Like me, I guess.”

Paolo couldn’t get a word out.

“There’s my house, sweetie. Jesus, there’s a cop car.”

Paolo gripped her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mom. They were called when we couldn’t find you.”

She frowned. “What are you going to tell them?”

Robin parked in front and leaned in to her. “Just that you went for a walk and got confused since it was dark. Is that okay?”

“Yeah.” She handed the bottle to Robin. “Here. Get rid of this.”

Paolo slid out, then opened the door for his mom. She emerged like the Queen of Sheba, took his arm, and they sailed into the house while Robin carried the bottle to a neighbor’s trash can.

Inside, he felt his mom tense when she saw the uniformed officer, but she plastered on a smile. “Thank you so much, Officer, for helping find me. I’m afraid I tried to take a walk and got confused by all the roads. I was very scared. I’m so glad my son and his fiancé were able to find me.”

He’d kill her!

The policeman looked at Robin with interest as he walked in, and Robin glanced around like, What?

Then the policeman turned his attention to Paolo’s mom. “So, ma’am, had you been drinking?”

For a second Paolo tensed, but she smiled. “Yes. I had a drink, and it hit me about halfway to the mall. It was really foolish.”

“Why did you go to the mall after dark?”


She widened her eyes. “The fish are still there.”

Paolo bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Talk about your perfect answers. Funny how he hadn’t appreciated anything about his mother in years. Robin made Paolo look at her as an adult, not just somebody he had to take care of. It changed the view.

The policeman stood. “Everything appears to be under control. Probably want to rethink the late-night walks, Mrs. Lindero.”

“I will, Officer. Thank you.”

He gave them all a stern look, then turned and left the house. His mom collapsed on the couch. “Well, I certainly stirred things up, didn’t I?”

Robin raised an eyebrow. “Yes. Actually it was a royal pain in the ass for Paolo and me, so if that’s what you were planning, you succeeded.”

She regarded Robin levelly. “The fact is, sometimes it’s tough to get anyone to pay attention unless you do something stupid.”

“I get that. I’ve certainly done it myself. But maybe you and Paolo—uh, Paul—can work out a better system.” He glanced at Paolo, eyebrow still raised.

She stared back at Robin. “You know, I like you.”

“I like you too.”

“Good.”

Paolo said, “But the fact is, you dragged us both away from a party, scared the shit out of Alonzo and me, and pulled Robin from—well, from an important engagement.”

Robin looked at her steadily. “Did you need all that to know that Paul loves you?”

Her eyes flashed up as Paolo sucked in air.

Robin softly smiled. “Because I’d say we’re all entitled to one heroic gesture to show we’re loved. After that, I’d suggest you just ask him.”

Her gaze flicked to Paolo, then back to Robin. One sharp head nod punctuated her response. “Deal.”

Son of a bitch. Paolo walked over and put an arm around her. A singer? Jesus, she’d been like a croaking frog all the days he’d known her. Once pretty, she now looked worn and tired, even though she wasn’t yet fifty. He kissed her forehead. She smelled like citrus oil overlaid with cheap vodka, a smell he found weirdly comforting. “We’ll talk soon, okay?”

She nodded.

He started toward the door, where Robin waited to walk out.

“Paul?”

“Yes, Mom?” He looked back into a face full of pure mischief.

“I’ll start looking for a mother-of-the-groom dress.” She winked.

Robin snorted a laugh, but Paolo couldn’t quite get there.

 

 

ROBIN STRODE across the lawn of Mrs. Lindero’s house and pulled the keys from his pocket.

Behind him, Paolo barked, “I’ll drive.”

Robin clenched his teeth. Okay. So we’re back there. He turned and tossed the keys at Paolo, then waited at the passenger door for him to click the lock. It took him long enough. Finally he got in and fastened his seat belt.

Paolo started driving, staring straight ahead without the hint of a smile. Well, asshole! Robin wrapped his arms tightly across his chest. The silence in the car felt sticky, it was so thick.

The car jerked as Paolo took a corner too fast, just in time to make a yellow light.

Robin grabbed for the hold bar. “Crap! Maybe what I told your mother is right. Maybe you are trying to kill us.”

“Why were you at the reception with Howard Lonegin?” It came out as a yell.

“Fuck you. Because he asked me.”

“You certainly moved on fast enough!”

“Moved—” Robin turned in his seat and stared at Paolo with his mouth open. “Moved on from what? From who? Certainly you don’t mean from you, you fucking asshole. You haven’t treated me with anything but contempt since the day we met—except when you fucking thought I was Bobby!” He smashed out a fist and connected with Paolo’s shoulder.

“Ow!” He swerved, a driver in the next lane laid on his horn, and Paolo jerked the wheel back and managed to miss him by inches. “Shit!”

The left-hand turn light ahead blinked on. Paolo spun the wheel and made a U turn practically on two tires, cut into the right-hand lane going the opposite way, almost colliding with a defenseless guy trying to turn into that lane, screeched into the dark parking lot of a closed supermarket, and slammed on the brakes. Breathing hard, he turned off the car and grabbed Robin by the arm. Paolo wasn’t a huge guy, but he was plenty strong, and his fingers cut into Robin’s bicep. “Why the fuck did you hit me?”

Robin yanked his arm away and rubbed it as he yelled, “Because you deserved it, you asshole. How dare you question me about—well, anything? I left my date to goddamn help you, and you goddamn have the nerve to treat me like this? If you want to get out of this car, I’ll show you how much I’ll hit you!”

“Fuck!” Paolo grabbed both Robin’s arms, and Robin twisted like a maniac to get free—until Paolo yanked him forward and clamped a hand on his jaw, then smothered Robin’s mouth with his own.

The heat. The shock. The pleasure of getting exactly what he wanted.

Robin didn’t even fight. He wrapped his arms around Paolo’s neck in a stranglehold and kissed him—deep, hot, and demanding. His cock, throbbing all night to a drum beating Paolo, Paolo, leaped into screaming, boiling action, and he had to suck wind to keep from coming. “Shit!” He clamped a hand down on his crotch, and the shot of electricity woke him up. What am I doing?

Like a crab, he scuttled backward toward the passenger door and shrieked, “Why? Why do you keep doing this to me? If you hate me so much, leave me alone.”

Paolo gazed at him, his chest heaving. “Same to you. I didn’t come to your office and suck your cock.”

Robin scowled. “More’s the pity.”

Paolo leaned forward. “Is that what it takes?” He reached for Robin’s fly, and Robin smacked his hand. Paolo pulled back but looked murderous. “Is that how Howard got you?”

Robin balled his hands into fists and shook them. “Fuck!” He took a deep breath. Count to ten. Another breath. Make that a hundred.

“Look, Howard didn’t ‘have’ me, as you so eloquently said.” Robin stared at the console—the demarcation zone between him and Paolo. “Bobby and I met Howard at a club a while back. He remembered us… um, affectionately. When he and his partner split up, Howard wanted someone he found attractive to accompany him to the reception so he’d look like a, you know, gay man about town. Like he wasn’t mooning over his man. Bobby was already attached to Micah, and since nobody had any claims on me, I was appointed.” Robin extended a finger. “If you speak one word of this to anyone and spoil Howard’s image, I’ll kill you. I’m not kidding. I’ll put tarantulas in your bed. He’s a kind man, and I don’t want you to spread your venom all over him.” He folded his arms. “Why the hell do you dislike him? We should both be so lucky as to be that nice.”

Silence.

Robin looked up at the steady green gaze.

“I don’t dislike Howard. I idolize him.”

Robin spread his arms. “How is it even possible to be as inconsistent and fucking crazy-making as you?”

More silence.


Robin sighed.

“You make me crazy.” Paolo’s voice was so soft Robin almost missed it.

“What? Are you kidding me? You walked into that damned conference room and hated me on sight. I hadn’t even spoken a word, and you were already glowering like somebody died and made you Henry VIII and I was fucking Anne Boleyn.” He half turned away, his arms tightly folded. “And then you said Bobby had to do the painting, even though I was the one who drew the concept. You liked Bobby right off.”

“He’s likable.”

“He’s a fucking angel, and don’t you forget it.” He frowned at Paolo, then stared back at the dashboard.

“But if I can continue your Henry Tudor analogy, Bobby doesn’t turn my dick into an English broadsword, and you do. That first day in the conference room, I had to sit down before I tripped over my cock. One look. That’s all I needed. It pissed me the hell off. Still does.”

Robin gave him a sideways glance. “It’s just your overactive ego.”

“How do you figure that?”

“You get off on guys who are mean, nasty, obnoxious, and high-handed. Just like looking in the fucking mirror!”

Paolo snorted a laugh, then went still again. “Why did you suck my cock? Twice?”

“To teach you a lesson.”

“Which is what?”

He faced Paolo squarely. “That you never for one minute believed I was Bobby. You might have tried to convince yourself, but it was so much delusion. It was me you wanted, and you found a way to make it okay with you to have me.” He narrowed his eyes. “And then you blamed me for it.”

“Yeah. Well, how self-deluded is it to believe you only sucked me to get even? Fuck off. You wanted me. You want me now.”

“And vice versa, bucko.”

Paolo stared at him. “So maybe we should fuck. You know, like, be lovers.”

Robin’s heart slammed. “Lovers? And how exactly will love fit into this?” He literally held his breath.

Paolo shrugged. “It doesn’t have to, does it? I mean, you’ve had a lot of guys, right?”

Some shard of glass carved a hole in his chest and drops fell from his heart. Robin shook his head. “Right. I don’t fit in your plans, do I? I’m a struggling artist with a bad reputation and no money. I can’t get you new clients or invited to the best places.” He sighed. “Any more than your mother can.” He wiped a tired hand across his face. “Yeah, I’ve had a lot of guys for fun.” He swallowed hard. “You sure as fuck aren’t fun.”

He opened the car door, stepped out, and started walking toward the lights of the convenience store on the next corner. On the way he pulled out his phone.






Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

MICAH HELD the car door, and Bobby gazed up into his wide eyes that glittered in the reflected light from the porch—the porch of Micah’s house where they were now headed with the avowed purpose of having sex for the first time.

Micah grinned and swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple danced salsa. “I haven’t been this nervous since I took my med school exams.”

Bobby touched his cheek as he rose from the car seat. “You were a sure thing then, and you’re even more of a sure thing now. I can’t wait.” He slipped his arm in Micah’s, but his pulse throbbed in his throat—and in his dick. “I have to admit, I’m pretty nervous too.” He giggled.

“Hey, no fair. I’m counting on you to guide me through the rocky shoals of romance.”

Bobby stopped and looked up at him. “Uh, you have had sex—? I mean—”

“Sure.” He gently moved Bobby’s floppy bangs from his eyes. “But not as much as you’d think and certainly not any that counted. I had a bit of a promiscuous patch in college since I was celebrating being gay and free for the first time, but then school and life got very real, and even sex took a back seat.”

Bobby stared at a spot on Micah’s chest. “I’ve had a lot of sex. More than most guys, I expect. And I’ve enjoyed the hell out of it. But this—you’re different.”

“I hope that’s a good thing.”

“It is.” They walked to the front steps, and Bobby stared at the view of the black ocean above the lights of homes built down the hillside below them. “Wow.”

“Yeah. That’s why I bought this place.”

Bobby stared and breathed. “You know, I’m just a regular guy.” Micah made a little snorting sound, and Bobby looked up. “Yes, I know I’m fabulous.” He grinned. “But what with the twin thing and the queen thing and the artist thing, it’s easy to believe I’m larger than life. But larger than life isn’t quite real, and I want real.” He flipped his bangs. “Of course, I also want to be queen.”

“Yes!” Micah swept him up on his arms like Scarlett O’Hara and carried him to the door. “Uh, I didn’t quite think this through. Keys are required.”

“Where are they?”

“Pants pocket.”

Squirming like a python, Bobby reached down and slid a hand into Micah’s tux pants pocket. Keys jingled. “Oooh, far more interesting things than keys in here.” He insinuated his hand deep into the pocket and found a lovely big lump. He waggled his fingers.

Micah wiggled and giggled. Perfect combo. “If you grab those keys and let us in the door, I guarantee far more interesting access to your discovery.”

“Quite promising.” He grabbed the keys, leaned down toward the door lock, and nearly landed on his nose. They finally gave up the whole “across the threshold” thing in favor of getting the damned door open.

Together they stumbled inside. Micah slammed the door closed and pulled Bobby tightly against him. “Consider yourself carried, okay?”

“You can carry me anytime.” He meant that all the way to his sweet, melty center.

Micah kissed him gently, all soft lips and teasing tongue. Bobby complied—for a minute. Then he grasped a hand on each of Micah’s cheeks and toed off his formal shoes. “This is lovely, but it’s taking way too long to get to bed.” With a low growl, he pressed his tongue deep into Micah’s mouth, wrapped his arms tightly around his neck, and hopped up until his legs encircled Micah’s narrow hips.

“Whoa!” Micah grabbed Bobby’s ass and pulled him in to just the right spot—throbbing lump to throbbing lump. Bobby started riding Micah like a merry-go-round animal, up and down and up and ummmm. Micah muttered, “Don’t stop. Must get up the stairs.”

Holding Bobby, who didn’t slow his pace one whit, he stumbled a few feet to the wide staircase that led to a second floor, took the first step, and followed with his other foot so he stood on the bottom stair. “Oh God, that’s so good.”

Bobby reached between them and loosened Micah’s fly, slid in, and grabbed way more than a handful. “Holy crap, look what I found.”

“Oh man, Bobby, be careful with that. It’s highly unreliable.”

“I love a bit of unpredictability.” He maneuvered around until he managed to get his own fly down and then dropped his butt lower so he could press flesh to flesh.

“Shit, is that what I think it is?”

“Only if you have a salacious imagination.” He whispered the words in Micah’s ear. “I wish I could see that big cock of yours. I love the way it feels in my hand.”


“I’ve dreamed about yours.”

“Ooh, bad-boy doctor, dreaming about handling your patient’s private parts.”

“When you were on my table, it took internal lectures on professional ethics to keep me from leaning down and tasting.”

“You’re about to have the whole feast, darling.” Bobby rode Micah harder, flashes of electric pleasure filling his cock—and his heart.

“But I have to make it to the bedroom, and I’m seriously afraid I won’t. God, you’re too much for my poor deprived balls.”

Bobby leaned back and stared into Micah’s face. “Want to know what’s in my pocket?”

“What?”

Bobby released one hand from behind Micah’s neck, reached in and produced a packet of lube. “But I don’t have a condom.”

Micah smiled, but his breath came fast. “You don’t need one. I’ve seen your tests, remember?”

“Then fuck me.”

“Oh shit.”

Bobby squirmed until Micah released him, his hard dick still tenting the front of his tux pants. He stripped his jacket and tossed it over the stair rail, then slid his pants down to the floor. His shirttail stuck out like a sheik’s tent.

Micah stared.

Bobby planted a fist on his hip. “Admire later, fuck now!”

Micah sprang to life, tossing his own coat and stripping his pants and briefs until one mighty impressive organ stuck out from the bottom of his shirt. He started to rip the lube packet with his teeth and stopped. “You sure you want to bottom?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve been waiting my whole life for that.” He pointed at Micah’s cock, which now dripped precum. With a twirl he poised himself over the railing and wiggled his asscheeks in the direction he hoped would do the most good.

“Jesus, Bobby, just looking at you could make me come.” Micah held on to his cock like a lifeline.

“Then get in there fast, darling, because I want to feel you inside me before you shoot.”

He felt Micah’s warm heat over his back. “You sure I won’t hurt you?” He gently insinuated a sticky finger into Bobby’s ass.

“More, please.” He added an extra wiggle.

“You’re so hot in there.” Another finger joined the first.

“I’m hot everywhere. Just lube up that behemoth and fuck me.”

“Are you sure—?”

“Fuck me!”

Micah sucked a breath, there was a brief pause, and then a big, hot, blunt head pushed against Bobby’s hole. “I don’t want to—”

Wham! Bobby shoved his ass backward on Micah’s cock and slammed that sucker to the center of his being, huge and burning and wonderful and perfect.

“Shit!” Micah held still, holding Bobby’s butt in his big hands and breathing like he’d run the LA Marathon and beaten the Kenyans. “So good, gonna, oh man—”

Bobby thrust backward, then pulled away from Micah’s hands, sliding his ass almost to the tip of Micah’s cock, and slammed back again until his balls flopped against Micah’s thigh.

“Oh God, yes. Yes!” Micah grabbed Bobby’s asscheeks again, and all that sweet, gentle consideration exploded in an inferno of fucking. He popped his hips, panted and yelled like he’d never had sex before, thrusting and thrusting, lighting up Bobby’s gland and boiling the cum in his balls. “Sweet Jesus, you’re amazing. Heaven. Perfect. Oh God!” His hips froze and his whole body shivered over Bobby’s back.

Since Bobby had grown old enough to understand the power of a cock in his ass, he’d had sex on hundreds of occasions, but as his dick ejaculated cum all over Micah’s staircase, it was his very first time. The tear that dripped off his chin splashed on his bare thigh.

A half hour later, they’d managed to wipe up the stairs and each other, hang up their clothes in Micah’s big closet, brush their teeth thanks to an extra in Micah’s bathroom drawer, and snuggle into the king-sized bed, spooning so they could both stare out at the moonlight shining off the water.

Bobby clutched Micah’s hand closer to his chest. “Thank you.”

“Hmm. Why do I feel like I got all the gifts?” His breath warmed Bobby’s ear.

Bobby chuckled. “No, I’m just good at sex.” He flipped over. “But you? You’re good at love. You make me feel—whole. It’s funny to say, but for a twin, that’s a hard thing to accomplish.”

“You’re not just good at sex, Bobby. If you ask anyone around you, they’ll say that you brighten their world, make them feel anything is possible, and that in spite of it all, things can turn out okay. That’s a gift.”

Bobby sighed. “Thank you, but if I possess it, it’s because of Robin. He’s taken so much of the shit off me since I was born. He’s made me possible.”

Micah pressed his lips against Bobby’s, then pulled back and pecked his nose. “Then I’ll owe Robin a debt of gratitude forever.”

 

 

“DARLING, IF you brush your hair one more time, it’s going to fall out. You look fabulous. Quit fussing.”

Bobby set down the hairbrush and gazed in the mirror at Robin, who lay on the end of Bobby’s bed. “I’m afraid I’m going to be sick.”

Robin bounded up, cleared the space between them, and put his arms around Bobby. “They’re going to love you. Dr. Brown already does—you know that. And the rest of his family will too.”

“Oh God, Robin. What if they don’t?”

Robin held him at arm’s length. “Micah does. That’s all that matters.”

“But his family is so important to him.”

“Yes, so important he tried to date me. And failed, remember? He’s already made his decision, Bobby. He wants you and that’s that. Now quit. You’re Bobby McMillan. They should be so lucky as to have you in the family.”

He breathed out slowly and embraced Robin. “Thank you, big brother.” He stepped back and smiled. “I want you to remember the same thing. You’re fabulous, and there’s just the right guy out there for you too.”

“I don’t know, bro. Single trouble just doesn’t have the same ring.” Robin grinned, but there was so much pain in it, looking was hard. Shit, ever since Bobby had picked him up the previous night after he’d run off to help Paolo, Robin had been bleeding out all over the floor. He wouldn’t say much except that he’d helped find Paolo’s mother and that he and Paolo had said goodbye.

They walked into the living room. Bobby perched on the couch while Robin rattled in the refrigerator. Bobby said, “Dear, why did you run after Paolo last night?”

“I thought I could help.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” His voice sounded muffled, like he had his head in the fridge.

“Alonzo told me Paolo’s mother is an alcoholic.”

“What?” He looked up over the kitchen island. “He should keep his mouth shut. Paolo doesn’t share that.”

Bobby raised the family eyebrow. “I suppose Alonzo, unlike you, figured I was your brother and therefore trustworthy.”

“Sorry. Of course. I just—”

“You just protect Paolo like he didn’t treat you like shit!”

“Yeah, I know. I’ve gotta quit.”

“Yes, you do. Howard says he has a wonderful guy for you to meet—”

“No.” He held up a hand. “Thank you, darling, but not now. Not—”

Bobby filled in the word—yet. Not yet. Not while Robin’s heart was ripped in two—and Bobby didn’t even know what had happened.

The tap on the door shot through Bobby like a double lightning bolt of anticipation and dread. “Oh God.”

Robin hurried around the kitchen island and put a hand on his arm. “Come on, sweetheart, you’re not meeting the homophobic brother, and the rest of them will be a piece of cake. Be your fabulous self.”

Bobby nodded. “Right. You’re right. I love you.”

Robin moved his finger back and forth between them. “Both ways.”

Bobby ran to the door, threw it open, and hurled himself at Micah, who caught him with a laugh. “I do love an enthusiastic greeting.”

“My brother’s been telling me how fabulous I am, so I had to share.”

Micah kissed him gently on the lips. Oh sigh. “You’re brother’s a wise man.”

Bobby glanced toward Robin, who was smiling, but his eyes were sad. Bobby said, “He’s brilliant.”

Robin walked forward and put a hand on both their backs. “And you’re going to be late if you don’t get going.”

Micah laughed. “It’s okay. My mom’s making the hors d’oeuvres, and trust me, we want to miss those. We’ll get there in time to eat Aunt LaShawnda’s dinner.”


Bobby smacked his chest. “No. I want to be there for anything your mom makes for me.”

“You’ll be sorrrry.”

Robin barked a laugh. “Go on, you two. Have a fun time.”

Bobby touched Robin’s cheek. “Get some rest, dear. Tomorrow night we’re all going to go out and drink too much and raise hell and celebrate what’s been a great summer so far.” A crease popped between Robin’s brows. Bobby bit his lip. “Except for some notable exceptions.”

Micah pulled on his arm. “Let’s go before you push Robin into clinical depression.”

Robin gave him a smile, and they left the apartment. In one step out the door, all Bobby’s concern about Robin got pushed aside as his anxiety over meeting Micah’s family took center stage. “We should stop and get some flowers for your mom.”

“Mom’s allergic to flowers.” He wrapped an arm tightly around Bobby’s shoulders. “Quit worrying, darling. This isn’t an interview with the queen.” He held the car door for Bobby and made charming chatter all the way to Santa Ana, until they pulled up in front of a gracious old house with perfect landscaping. Micah parked and walked around to open the passenger door. He leaned down and kissed Bobby gently on the lips. “Welcome to the house I spent my misspent adolescence in.”

“All that time you misspent becoming a doctor?”

He pulled Bobby up and embraced him. “You can get into a lot of trouble between biology and anatomy classes.”

“Hey, it looks like the party’s out here.” Bobby glanced up to see a tall, slim woman with light brown hair and laughing light eyes the color of Micah’s trotting across the lawn toward them. She stopped, wrapped her arms around Bobby, and hugged him tight. “Oh my God, honey, you’re the prettiest thing I ever saw.” She slipped her arm around Bobby’s waist and pulled him toward the house. “And you’re a painter. That’s so perfect for Micah. I’m Tessa, by the way. Micah’s mom.”

“You’re a doctor too, right?”

“Yes. I’m a pediatrician.”

Bobby grinned. “I’ll bet those kids are anxious to be sick. And if you’ll forgive the cliché, you sure don’t look old enough to be Micah’s mom.”

“Clichés that charming are always forgiven.”

Inside the entry of the pretty house with its traditional style, Dr. Brown stood with his hands outstretched. “Bobby, it’s so good to see you again.”

“You too, sir.” He took the doctor’s hands.

“If you’re going to be Micah’s boyfriend, you have to learn to call me Isaiah.”

“Well, sir, I certainly want to be Micah’s boyfriend, so I guess Isaiah it is.”

Xaviera came bouncing into the room and tossed a hug around Bobby’s neck. “I’m so glad you two got together. See, Mom, didn’t I tell you he was gorgeous?”

“Already duly noted, dear.”

They all trooped into a large living room with attractive furniture that looked well loved and much used. Two men sat on the couch, one older with a shaved head and glasses, and the other a handsome young man who slightly resembled Micah but with darker eyes and a stockier build.

Micah set down a tote bag he must have taken from the trunk of his car. He said, “Bobby, this is my Uncle Amos and my brother Shawn.”

Amos gave Bobby a smile. “Pleased to meet you. Any friend of Micah’s. You’ll meet my wife in a bit. She’s quite the cook.”

Bobby smiled. “I look forward to meeting her, sir. Her reputation for extraordinary food precedes her.” He turned to Shawn with his grin still in place only to find an appraising gaze. Not unpleasant, exactly, but not nearly as welcoming as the rest. “I’m glad to meet you, Shawn.” Bobby extended his hand and Shawn shook it, but his eyes never quite warmed. And this isn’t the brother Micah warned me about.

Micah slid an arm around Bobby and walked him to the love seat, ignoring his brother. They sat side by side, and Tessa jumped up and, as advertised by Micah, carried in a tray of some kind of puffy-looking morsel, shiny with oil. “Please have some, Bobby.” She extended the tray and a small stack of napkins.

He piled a puff on top of a napkin. “Thank you.”

Micah accepted one also, and when his mom turned toward Amos, he nudged Bobby, who gave him a look. One bite proved Micah hadn’t lied. The object, probably intended to be a pig in a blanket, was oily on the outside, and the dough surrounding the little wiener was barely cooked, so it sat in the mouth like a lump of warm paste. Bobby chewed enthusiastically and got a grimace from Micah.

Fortunately Tessa set the tray down and plopped to sit cross-legged on the floor. “So you’re an identical twin?”

Isaiah laughed. “While you receive the third degree from my wife, what can I get you to drink?”

Micah said, “I brought a few bottles of champagne, Dad. Bobby likes it, and I thought everyone might enjoy it.” He pointed to the tote he’d left near the entry.

Tessa clapped her hands. “A true celebration.”

Isaiah grabbed the tote and left the room. Bobby looked back at Tessa. “Yes, I have a twin. His name’s Robin.”

“So Robin and Robert.”

“Yes. Robin is my business partner, my roommate, and my best friend.”

“How lovely.” She wrapped her arms around her bent knees, the picture of fascination. “Do you find what they say about identical twins to be true? Do you intuit what the other is thinking and feeling?”

He smiled and shrugged. “Honestly, our relationship is so ingrained, we don’t know what we don’t know. Are we different from other people? Other siblings? Probably, but I don’t think I could say for sure. I certainly know when Robin is hurt or distressed, but then I’m sure Shawn and Micah feel the same way.”

Shawn’s head snapped up, and Micah tightened his grip on Bobby’s hand where he held it between them.

Tessa glanced at Shawn and plunged forward. “What are you working on now?”

Bobby smiled and rubbed his thumb over Micah’s hand. “We’ve had a great summer so far. Robin completed a big art-in-public-spaces project, and I’ve been manning the booths at the Festival of the Arts and the Sawdust.”

Xaviera came in with Isaiah, carrying glasses of champagne on a tray. “You should see their work, Mom. They’re so talented.”

“I’d love to.”

Shawn shifted in his seat, like he was bored or uneasy, and glanced at his watch.

A female voice called from the direction of the dining room. “Dinner, everyone.”

Micah squired him to the dining room, where a big table commanded a not-quite-big-enough space. He pulled out a chair, but Bobby scooted past and walked into the kitchen. “Hi. I’m Bobby. Can I help you serve?”

Micah followed him, and the woman who must be Aunt LaShawnda gave Micah a look. “I see your boyfriend has the manners the men of this family lack.” She smiled at Bobby. “Thank you, dear. I’d love your help.” She proceeded to present him with a large bowl of mashed potatoes dripping butter. “Just put this anywhere there’s a hot pad.” She grabbed another bowl of asparagus. “And here’s one for you.” She thrust it at Micah.

Bobby carried the bowl into the crowded space and, despite the protestations of Tessa and Isaiah, went back for more. LaShawnda turned when he came in. She glanced at the kitchen door. Voices came from beyond it, but Micah didn’t walk back in. “I just wanted to tell you, dear, that we’re so happy you and Micah met. Despite all his incredible accomplishments, Micah hasn’t had an easy time. Finding someone he cares about who nurtures his creativity and sense of playfulness is mighty important.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“I’m just LaShawnda. Or Aunt LaShawnda is fine. Now get on out there and get some food in your stomach.”

“I look forward to it.” He grinned, but raised voices from the dining room turned them both around.

LaShawnda looked worried.

Bobby said, “Is anything wrong?”

“Why don’t you stay here for a minute, dear?” She pushed through the swinging door into the dining room.

Bobby walked closer to the door. An angry voice was saying, “So me and my family aren’t a part of you guys anymore? We don’t even get invited?”

Isaiah said, “That’s ridiculous. You were here two days ago.”


Bobby sighed. So this was the other brother. Oh, what the flaming fuck? He glanced around the kitchen, saw a basket of rolls LaShawnda had forgotten in her haste, grabbed them, took a deep breath, and pushed through the door into a tableau of frustration and anger.

With a little smile, he placed the rolls on the table, scooted behind the chairs, and slipped in next to Micah. Damned if he was leaving Micah to face whatever tune was playing by himself. As he sat, Bobby looked across the table into the storm-cloud face of a very tall man with hair cut close to his skull. The guy stared at Bobby like he’d seen a pornographic film, half appalled and half fascinated. Bobby nodded. “You must be Micah’s big brother. I’m Bobby McMillan.”

The man’s mouth opened and the words “Fuck me” emerged.


Tessa frowned. “Jeremy, watch your mouth and your attitude.”

“So this”—Jeremy pointed at Bobby—“is the reason I’m not welcome in my own house?”

Isaiah spoke softly but lethally. “You are always welcome here. What isn’t welcome is your disrespect of your brother.”

“Disrespect!” He took a couple of steps and wound up behind Shawn’s chair. He gripped his brother’s shoulders, and Shawn looked torn in some kind of existential crisis. “Micah disrespects this entire family with his lifestyle choices and expects me and Shawn to go along with him just because that’s what he wants.”

Xaviera stood. “Jeremy, when did it become ‘you and Shawn’ against the rest of us? I’ve never noticed Shawn sharing your opinions. And I don’t understand where your ideas come from. You weren’t raised that way. None of us were. You’re not some nutcase religious fanatic trying to prove you’re right.”

“Why do I have to be wrong just because I’m homophobic?”

Micah spoke softly. “You’re not homophobic.”

“What? How would you know?”

“A phobia implies that you’re afraid of something. You’re not afraid of me or Bobby or homosexuality.”

Isaiah nodded. “No, you’re not. Rather, as Morgan Freeman said, you’re just being an asshole.”

Micah nodded. “Yeah. That’s the end of the quote. The thing is, Jeremy, we’re brothers. The fact that we have different moms doesn’t change that one particle. If I want to juggle cucumbers on my buttcheeks while singing the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ or you want to balance plates on your head during the next performance of Wicked, I think we ought to be the first to say hooray. Remember when I wanted to give up medicine to paint, and you sat up with me half the night weighing whether I should go to art school or medical school? I was just as gay then as I am now. The only difference was, you didn’t know it. Or when I hitchhiked to summer camp so I could see you win the baseball tournament? I was gay then too. I’ve spent a lot of years trying not to disappoint you or Shawn—but I’m done. I figure if you actually love me, you won’t be disappointed. You’ll be glad, just like I am for whatever you guys do that makes you happy.” He stood. “But here’s the bottom line. If I have to spend the rest of my life bringing Bobby to see Mom and Dad when you two aren’t here, I will. I’m done with your temper tantrums and African macho bullshit. You can shove it—if you want me as a brother, that is.” Micah sat back down and looked at Bobby, who was wiping his eyes. “What? What’s wrong, dear?”

“You—you want to bring me to see your folks for the rest of your—your life?”

Micah grinned. “Well, of course. Do you think I’d drag you into this nest of drama queens if it wasn’t a question of forever?”

Bobby threw his arms around Micah’s neck. Tessa leaped to her feet, squealing and trying to reach down two people to hug Bobby, while LaShawnda got in the way with hugs of her own.

Isaiah smiled. “I think I better open the last of the champagne—and I think you better join us, Jeremy, since it seems likely that you could find yourself best man in the near future.”

Bobby looked over from his comfy spot in Micah’s arms.

Shawn cleared his throat and glanced up at Jeremy, who still loomed above him wearing a dark but unreadable expression. Shawn shifted forward so he wasn’t leaning against Jeremy’s hands—a literal distancing. “I-I’m really happy for you, Micah. And, uh, I just don’t like having Jeremy excluded, that’s all.”

Micah nodded. “I don’t either. But as I say, I’m done with the crap. I’m gay. Get over it. I’m not going to apologize for who I am anymore. This is too important to me. If you honestly feel that I should compromise my happiness to make you feel more comfortable with your bros, then you’re whacked.”

LaShawnda conspicuously picked up a platter of carved turkey. “Bobby, can I serve you some?” She started dishing meat onto his plate. While his appetite might be short, it was more from the thrill of Micah’s declaration than from Jeremy’s anger. Jeremy could do what he wanted.

Isaiah stood and moved another chair to the table. He slid his plate to it and then walked into the kitchen. When he reemerged, he carried a new plate and a place setting, which he laid out by the empty chair. Food was served, and no one even looked at Jeremy.

“So, Shawn,” Micah asked, “got any juicy details regarding national security you want to reveal?”


Shawn snorted champagne, and the mood lightened a little.

Micah said, “One of these days, we’ll have to ask Jeremy to cook one of his signature dishes like pecan-crusted tilapia.”

Bobby smiled and chewed—best act of his life. “You know who’d love that? Robin.” He looked around the table like he was making idle conversation. “My brother’s a wonderful cook. Our grandmother taught him when we were boys. Boys weren’t usually taught to cook in our neighborhood, but, well—” He shrugged grandly.

Tessa said, “Where are you and your brother from, Bobby?”

“We’re from this blue-collar family in Redwood Valley near Ukiah. Can you imagine two of us growing up there? It was so hard on my parents knowing they had two sons who were, well, euphemistically speaking, ‘different.’ But they tried hard. Still do. It’s not easy being gay, but then, it’s not easy on anyone around you either.” He looked down the table. “May I have some more mashed potatoes?”

No one remarked as Jeremy pulled out the chair and sat down.






Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

HIS MOM’S eyes were so wide they consumed her thin face, but she still smiled at Paolo, who stood on her front porch. “Well, hell, what a surprise.”

“Mom, are you sober?” Paolo crossed his arms over his chest.

She glanced at his car in her driveway, then back at him. “Yep. I was on the wagon a long time. When I fell off, it wasn’t such a big climb back on. Your friend really got me thinking.”

“He got me thinking too. Can I talk to you?”

“You want to talk to me?” A sheen came over her eyes.

He nodded.

“Hell, yes. Come on in.” She stepped aside. In the living room, the TV played softly, but a laptop computer sat on the coffee table, poised as if in use. Sounds from the kitchen suggested Ida was cooking. Paolo sat in the easy chair across from the couch. She said, “Want some iced tea?”

“Sure.”

She walked through the open dining room toward the kitchen, and he sat back and noticed that the room felt almost comfortable. Not a characteristic he’d have ascribed to it for a while. An album like ones he remembered girls having when he was in high school sat on the under part of the coffee table. He flipped back the cover—and stopped. The clipping read Paolo Lind Architecture Captures Top Prize at AIA Conference. Where in the hell did she get that? He turned one more page where she’d tucked three printouts of stories about him and his business.

Her returning footsteps made him close the cover quickly and sit back. His mom carried two glasses filled with ice and tea. “I put some sugar in yours. You still like it that way?”

“Yes, still do.” He sipped and gestured to the computer. “What you working on?”

“Looking for a job.”

He spit tea back into his glass, then tried to cover the gaffe. “Uh, really? What kind of work are you looking for?”

She shrugged. “I was pretty good with hair, if you remember.” He barely did. “I know I can’t work as a stylist, but maybe I could get an assistant’s job and go back to school. Of course, I could try waitressing. I sure would love to waitress someplace they have music.” She drank some tea. “I’m just starting to look, and I found this site that helps you write a résumé even when you haven’t worked for a while. I mean, I don’t need to make much to start since you support me, but I could work up, right? Get to where I was making a real salary. Like Robin said, I’m a grown-up and I should act like one.”

His heart slammed, but he tried to not act so amazed. “That sounds great. Let me know if I can help you.”

“I will, but I want to try on my own and see how far I can get.” She gave him a studying glance. “You wouldn’t mind me working as a waitress or a hair washer, would you? You wouldn’t be embarrassed?”

“No. I wouldn’t be at all embarrassed to say my mom works.” Shit, that was nearly true.

“Good. Good. So what did you want to talk about? Robin?”

He barked a laugh. “How did you know that?”

“You and me haven’t exactly been chatty for a long time, but I never get the idea you have many guys you really like or get close to.” She shrugged and sipped. “Him you like.”

“Yeah.” He stared at the sugar crystals still floating in his glass of tea. “I don’t exactly know why that is.”


“You mean aside from his being pretty as a picture and hot as hell?” She grinned.

“Aside from that.” He smiled back.

“I expect he doesn’t like or trust many people. Probably hurt too much. Like you, ya know? But he recognizes your heart because it’s like his own. Buried under a pile of shrapnel but still beating.” She hunched up her shoulders again like she hadn’t just unlocked the mysteries of the fucking universe.

“How come you never told me what happened to your throat?”

“I’ve never believed in whining about shit you can’t change.”

“But the booze, Mom. You might not have been whining, but you were sure as fuck wining.” He made a drinking motion with his thumb.

She flopped back on the cushions. “Yeah. I used to have so much fun singing. Hell, I’d have done it for free. Then when I couldn’t do it anymore, I guess I figured I needed to have fun some other way. After that, I’d keep drinking to forget I still wasn’t having fun.” She looked up at him. “And neither were you, and I’m sorry about that, Paul. I think you still aren’t.”

He frowned.

“Look, honey, I’m really proud of you. What you did to get where you are is amazing. But with all you’ve done, I sure would love to see you having some fun.” She held up a hand. “I don’t mean like me, Paul. But I’d hate to think you have to live your life proving you’re not me.”

He stared at her, trying to catch his breath. How many times had he thought those exact words?

She nodded. “I know, honey. We all try to not be somebody. The real trick is figuring out who we actually are.”

He wiped a hand over his face.

“What would make you happy, Paul?”

“I barely know.”

“But you’ve got an idea, right?”

He nodded slowly.

 

 

SHIT. KILL me now.

Robin sipped his French 75 and tried very hard not to glower at his best friends. Every one of them had gathered at the Rose to show their support for poor, pitiable Robin, lost and alone. They were doing everything except actually raising their glasses and declaring “All for one and one for all!” But it was a near thing.

This grand display was intended, no doubt, to show Robin he wasn’t alone, that he had friends who loved him. But since every pal was arranged around one end of the club in tight proximity to his lover—Rod to Hunter, Jerry and Mick, Adam beside Sky, Theodore and Snake, JJ with Ryan, David hugging both his boys, Gareth and Edge, and, of course, now Bobby and Micah, who were about to move in together and change Robin’s life totally. They’d even included Howard and Eldon. All told, they’d only managed to demonstrate how totally solitary Robin was. Shit, he couldn’t even get up and leave since they’d pretty much gathered only because of him—a fact they weren’t admitting.

Rod shook his head as he sipped champagne. “Only the power of JJ could have gotten us all together in one room at the same time.” He raised his glass. “To JJ!”

They all drank. Robin glanced at that pretty face. It was easy to appreciate JJ, one of the kindest, gentlest humans ever, with a sweetness that pervaded and persuaded. Robin had a crush on JJ until JJ had fallen for Ryan, the tough cop. Staring at him now, Robin could see how he’d loved JJ for being so much like Bobby. Maybe I knew I’d finally lose Bobby and was just trying to hold on to him. Okay, that was a bit psychological even for him, but he’d tried it again with Micah. He’d really wanted to love the sweet man, and he did, as a friend, as a future brother-in-law, but not as a lover. Learn your lesson, idiot. You’ve already got a brother. Hell, a whole room full of them. You don’t need another one.

So what did he need? Not going there.

Jerry leaned over from his chair and said, “Hey, man, Mick and me have this friend who’s an accountant and a really great dancer. I bet you’d like him. Maybe we could set up a double date sometime soon.”

Did he want to? “Thanks, Jer, but I’m kind of off guys for a while.”

Eldon, who glowed with his recommitment to Howard, shook a finger. “Not wise, my dear. You need to get back on the horse, as they say. Did you get a look at the guy I was with at the fundraiser? He’s charming, a lot of fun, and doesn’t require you to be exclusive. I’ll introduce you.”

Robin smiled tightly. “Thanks, but I wasn’t really on a horse, so I didn’t fall off and don’t need to get back on—or something relating to that analogy. You get it, right? I appreciate all of your solicitude, but I honestly don’t need it. Yes, it will be different not living with Bobby, but Jesus, guys, we knew this would happen someday. You can’t think I’m unhappy. Hell, I’ve never wanted anything in life but Bobby’s happiness.”

“Darling, maybe it’s time to want your own.” Bobby smiled toward Robin, but he gazed over Robin’s shoulder.

“What?” Robin turned and looked at Paolo, who stood there with Josie.

“Hi.”

How could he have forgotten how beautiful that face was—especially now, when it looked uncertain and even a little vulnerable? Really. His eyes must be cloudy.

Robin swallowed hard and tried to land somewhere between a frown and neutral. “Hi.”

Paolo’s glance traveled around the big circle of men. He nodded at Howard and Micah, who he knew. “This is quite a group. Uh, I’m Paolo Lind, and this is my mother, Josie Lindero.”

She cracked a smile. “If I’d known gay men were this gorgeous, I’d have been hanging out in gay bars long ago.”

Rod rose with a flourish. “Then come and bask, my dear. We have more chairs.” He pulled one from a nearby table, and Hunter rose and got another for Paolo. Hands were shaken all around the circle as Paolo and Josie met all the guys.

Robin couldn’t quite close his mouth. Paolo and Josie finally sat. The words burst out. “Why are you here?”

Bobby squealed, “Ro-bin!”

Josie chuckled in that raspy tenor. “I see what you mean about you two looking alike and not acting alike.” She extended her hand to Bobby. “Hi, honey. I’m Josie. I’m the one your brother gave a new lease on life last weekend. Proud to meet you.”


Robin frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you reminded me that I’m a grown-up and I have choices. I know that sounds simple. Hell, therapists have been trying to tell me that for years, but you got through, I guess because you meant it. Anyway, I’m going to give this adult shit a try.”

“I’m really glad.” Man, that made a lot of things worth it.

JJ gave Josie his sweet smile. “So what are you planning, Josie?”

She started talking about job hunting and résumés, which was amazing and inspiring, but Paolo kept glancing at Robin and shifting uneasily in his chair.

Hunter, Snake, and Theodore got involved in the conversation, suggesting where Josie could get some training or how she might go back to school. Still Robin couldn’t quit looking at Paolo, who didn’t seem to be aware that Josie was even talking. He’d stare at his hands, then flick a glance at Robin, their eyes would connect, and he’d look away.

With a wave of the hand, Rod burst into the general conversation. “Paolo, it appears you didn’t come here to share your mother’s educational plans with us.” He leaned forward. “Since you’ve been busily breaking our friend’s heart, maybe you’d like to tell us what’s going on.”

Robin shrieked, “Rodney Mansfield, dammit!” He spun in his chair so his back was to them all.

Paolo’s voice was soft. “Did I? Did I break your heart?”

“There are those who’d argue I don’t have one to break.” Robin stiffened his back and spoke into his crossed arms.

“That wouldn’t be me.” Paolo’s voice sounded closer, and the guys were all silent like they were… waiting.

Robin glared over his shoulder. Paolo had switched chairs with Jerry, who had been beside Robin. With a huff, Robin faced him. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why the hell are you here, Mr. Lind?”

Paolo cleared his throat. “I asked my mom to come here with me to tell you what a fucked-up idiot I am.”

Robin spit champagne on the table as Rod, David, and most of the other guys laughed.

“Excuse me?”


“Yep, he did. Asked me real nice too.” Josie leaned back authoritatively. “See, honey, it’s like this. I was a pretty bad mother.” She frowned. “I mean, I gave it a shot, but I never took responsibility for much. So Paul took responsibility for me. He worked his ass off to get out of the neighborhood we lived in and to go to school. His craptastic daddy made him really smart that way. Good thing he gave him something—along with the good looks. Anyway, Paul never got to have any fun or do anything because he just felt like it—”

Paolo shook his head. “Okay, that’s not what I expected her to say. Bottom line is, I’m a rat bastard who uses people like tools—but I don’t like being that way. I always think I’m the only one who can take care of me. Then I met you, and you take care of everyone except yourself.”

“What?” Robin jumped up and his chair fell backward. “That’s ridiculous. I’m just like you. A self-centered rat bastard who doesn’t care about anyone but himself.”

Bobby yelled, “That’s bullshit!”

By now all the other people in the club were staring at them. Fortunately it wasn’t many, being early in the afternoon.

Josie reached over and put a hand on Robin’s arm. “You’re exactly right, honey. You are just like Paul, I mean Paolo. He takes care of me and his friends and his employees and his clients. Just like you. You’re two of a kind, honey. I saw that the night you came to get me. I see it now.”

Paolo stood so he was facing Robin. “I’m sorry for what I said. That night. I didn’t mean it.”

“What exactly did you say?” That was from Rod, who had his arms crossed and eyes narrowed, scary for any guy to face.

“I said that I just wanted Robin for a sleepover, but that’s a lie. I mean, I didn’t intend to lie, but it came out wrong and—”

Rod’s hand waved in front of Paolo’s face. “Same difference. Very bad choice of words.”

Jerry, the one who considered himself the dumbest among them and consequently was often the most brilliant, asked, “So what do you want him for, man?”

Paolo frowned and crossed his arms in a carbon copy of Robin. “I don’t know exactly.” His eyes connected with his mother, who made a face that had to mean You’re fucking this up, because he said, “Everything. I mean, I want everything you want to give me.”

She smiled and nodded approvingly at his words.

Robin frowned to cover the slamming of his pulse. “Can we go someplace else?” He stared at his shoes. “No offense, guys.”

Rod shook his head widely. “No way. I want to hear this.”

JJ clapped his hands. “Me too.”

“Count me in. No fair not sharing the good stuff.” David leaned on his hand and fluttered his lashes.

Paolo just stared at Robin.

Robin gave each of the guys eye contact. Every one of them cared about him, and that was a gift. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Okay. Shoot.”

Hunter barked a laugh. “Right. Make this as easy as possible.”

Paolo settled back in the chair like he was telling a story. “I don’t deserve for it to be easy, since I’ve made life about as tough for Robin as possible since we met.” He sighed. “The reason, I guess, is fear. A lot of shit scares me—like going back where I was as a kid. From the second I saw Robin in that conference room and got sucked in by his talent as much as by his ass, I felt everything melting down. I wanted to hate him. I wanted him to be the rat bastard he says he is, but every time I saw him, I saw something different.” He grinned. “Once he said my building was pretty good. He meant it as an insult, but it was the best compliment I’d gotten all week. The first time I saw him laugh, I felt like someone gave me a new Ferrari.”

Robin made a rude noise and fought back heat pressing at his eyelids.

JJ wiped tears while Ryan hugged him and Bobby beamed at Paolo through shiny eyes. Well, bullshit.

Puzzle pieces tried to line up and jump into empty places in Robin’s chest. He’d be damned if they would. Nobody promised Robin a fucking rose garden here. “Can we go talk now?”

Rod blew his nose. “I certainly hope ‘talk’ is a euphemism for more enticing activity. I think this one could be a winner, sweetie. You better keep him.”

Paolo looked nervous. “I have to take my mother home.”

Bobby leaped up. “We’ll take her. I mean, if she wouldn’t mind.”

Josie laughed. “Hell, no. I’ll spend as much time in this pretty bunch as I can.”

Robin said, “Actually, uh, I have my car if Josie can drive yours.”

Paolo dug in his pocket and pulled out his keys, then handed them to his mom. “You okay?”

“Sure, honey.”

He gave one nod and stuck out his hand. Robin glowered at it. Oh well, what the fuck. He grabbed Paolo’s hand, wrapped his own in it, and they walked out the door.






Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

NEITHER OF them said anything as they powered down the sidewalk in the bright afternoon light, not looking at each other. Robin pointed to the corner, rounded it, and stopped at the black Ferrari. He glanced up through his lashes at Paolo. “I tried to give it back, but Howard wouldn’t take it. He says I got him back the man he loves and it’s my car.”

Paolo looked at the little vehicle and barked a laugh. “Hell, I’ve always wanted to ride in one.”

“Get in.” Robin beeped the lock and rounded the car to the driver’s door, only to be met by Paolo, who opened it for him.

“This is for all the times I didn’t do it and wanted to.”

Robin felt his lips turn up as he crawled into the seat and Paolo closed the door. When Paolo got in his side, the sleek interior, redolent with new-car smell, enclosed them. “Where to?”

“We can go to your place or my place, if you want. Or more neutral territory if you’d prefer.”

Robin started the engine and enjoyed the rumbling vibration in his balls. Of course, that might not be the car. “Your place is fine. Direct me.”

“North.”

Robin pulled onto PCH and silently drove through town, getting admiring stares for the Ferrari. He officially understood the expression “cutting tension with a knife.”

From the north end of Laguna, they broke out onto the part of the road with a beautiful view of the ocean. Sun glinted off the expanse of blue, and happy bodies rode waves into shore.

Paolo said, “Turn right up here.”

Robin pulled into the entry of Crystal Cove, a newer development of upscale townhomes that looked more like Newport Beach than Laguna. As the guard waved them through the gate, Robin glanced at Paolo. “Not exactly the style I’d have picked for you.”

“I know.”

Okay.

Paolo directed him to a parking place and then came around again and opened Robin’s door. As statements went, it was pretty cute.

Once again, the proffered hand—Robin took it and they walked up to a two-story, Mediterranean-style building. Really? Paolo opened the door and Robin strode in, anxious to see what the hell Paolo Lind was doing in this house. Okay, as he’d expected—hoped—the inside looked nothing like the outside. Huge paintings commanded the walls that surrounded rather strict but beautiful midcentury furniture, offset by sumptuous rugs in every color. Even the fireplace had been modernized with black slate.


Robin walked right into the middle of the living room and flopped on the rug. Paolo crossed into the open kitchen, and a pop followed. He emerged with two glasses of champagne and handed one to Robin, as he kicked off his shoes and folded cross-legged to the floor.

Silence. He could practically hear bubbles popping in the champagne.

Robin stared around. “Nice inside.”

“Thanks.” He waved around. “I want to find a house that looks like this.”

“Jesus, how about anyplace in Southern California but here? What the hell are you doing in a pretentious Mediterranean townhouse?”

Paolo gave Robin a direct stare. “Interesting how you know that. Joseph loves this place—except for the art.”

“Joseph’s an idiot, but I guess that answers my question.”

Paolo nodded. “So when can you go house hunting with me?”

“What?”

“You know Laguna better than me.”

“That’s arguable, I guess.” He sighed softly. Robin McMillan. Interior design consultant. “I guess I can make time. I no longer have to paint a huge-ass mural, as you may recall. Besides, I can’t leave you in this monument to bad taste.”

“How about tomorrow afternoon? I’ll take off from the office.”

Robin cocked his head. “You’re serious?”


“Totally.”

“Okay.” He sipped his champagne. “So whose time are we on here?”

Paolo shrugged. “Yours, I think.”

He spit the words. “Shit, Paolo, why should I believe you when you lie to everyone, most of all yourself?”

His dark brows lowered over the exotic eyes. “Because as you so aptly observed, I have nothing to gain from you, except—you know.”

“I don’t know.”

He threw his hands up. “To be together. Boyfriends. Shit, I hate that word, but you know what I mean. Not fucking anybody else. Having fun. Loving.” On that last word, his gaze dove for the rug.

Pulse throbbed in Robin’s throat. “Seriously? You’ll suffer the slings and arrows of having a freak like me as a boyfriend?”

“Yeah. I fought it.”

Well, that kind of hurt, but it was true.

“I tried to stay a phony, using, social-climbing asshole, but I found out being with you is honest for me.”

“Why? I mean, I get the whole ‘being true’ crap, but I hate to point this out. You’re rich—”

“—ish.”

“Rich compared to me. Gorgeous, successful, talented, respected. You can have a lot of guys and still not be compromising. Why would you want me?”

“When I first met you, I realized we were a lot alike. I even told Bobby that. But then it scared me. I didn’t like myself, so I didn’t like you. But then you pretended to be Bobby.” He held up a hand. “I know, I was letting you kid me. But it gave me the space to see the good. Gradually I figured out that being like you was a pretty damned great thing.”

“So you want to be with me because, why? I make you like yourself?”

“Isn’t that a good reason?”

Robin held Paolo’s gaze for one beat. Two. “About as good as I can imagine.” Hell, that was true. Nobody except maybe Bobby thought being with Robin made them better. “But I’m no picnic.”

“Shit, who knows that better than me—except maybe your brother?” He slugged back his champagne. “And of course, I’m twice as bad.”

“Now you’re just bragging.”

Paolo laughed. He looked up at Robin and laughed some more, until he rolled back on the carpet and held his belly.

Gorgeous. Fucking perfection, from the lazily cut black hair to the long narrow feet. He went to a lot of effort to come tell me he wants me. Am I seriously going to pass this up?

Okay, Paolo Lind could be hurt waiting to happen. Shit, hurt defined his life.

Robin leaped on Paolo and pressed him into the carpet.

“Well, hello there. I’m scared to move for fear you’ll change your mind.”

Robin frowned.

“What?”

“I realize we’ve never cleared up an essential point if we are going to have a relationship of some kind.”

Paolo sucked in a breath like he was steeling himself. “What’s the question?”

“Who’s going to bottom?”

He grinned. “Simple. Me.”

Robin stared. “You’re shitting me?”

“Nope. I’m a bottom by preference—always have been, although I seldom exercise that choice.” He cocked that half smile. “Bad for the image.”

“But you’d bottom for me?”

“Baby, I’m counting on it. That’s one of the reasons you turn me on. The first time I met you, across that damned conference room table with you all goth and sexy, I went home and jerked off, picturing you buried in my ass. No matter how I tried, I never got that idea out of my mind.”

“I’m your fairy godfather, here to make your dreams come true.” Robin waved his arms above Paolo.

Paolo sat up suddenly and grabbed Robin’s arms. “Remember how you didn’t want to be my fuck buddy?”

Robin nodded.

“Well, I don’t want to be yours. If you want to fuck me now, you’re mine in the morning.”

A very embarrassing flush of heat filled Robin’s eyes. Stop it, stupid. “I can do that.”

Paolo kissed his cheeks. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m entering my bleu period.” He sucked back the tears and showed some teeth.

“Kiss me like you mean it.” He accompanied the request with a snarky grin. Mixed messages but still very adorable. Robin leaned forward and pressed a hand to each of Paolo’s cheeks. Hardly any stubble. Just a tiny scratch. He whispered his lips across Paolo’s soft mouth, nibbled at his bottom lip, and pressed his tongue against the seam.

Paolo sighed and opened. Hello. Robin slid his fingers into that silky hair and yanked just a little as he pressed inside and explored his way into unknown territory—where his heart opened so wide, fucking bluebirds of happiness started flying in. He pressed his forehead against Paolo’s. “You know how you said being with me might be honest for you?”

He felt the nod against his head.

“Back at’cha.”

A soft sound escaped Paolo’s throat, and he wrapped his arms tightly around Robin and just held him. For a second Robin wanted to squirm away, but one of those damned bluebirds chirped in his ear, and his whole body relaxed—if he didn’t count his cock.

Paolo whispered, “Can I interest you in a tour of the bedroom?”

“I guess I should see it if I’m going to help you choose a new place.”

“Definitely the responsible thing to do.” Those unexpected dimples popped in his cheeks. Wow. Am I really about to fuck Paolo Lind?

 

 

PAOLO HELPED Robin up, and they carried their champagne to the bedroom, arm in arm. He closed the blinds against the too-close neighbors.

Robin pulled his shirt over his head. “You really need to get out of this building.”

“Yes, tomorrow.” His heart thumped hard as he sat on the edge of the king-sized bed and watched Robin toss his shirt, revealing an abstract dragon tattoo in tones of blue and yellow that curled around his upper arm and extended its tail onto his neck. “Man, you’re gorgeous.”

Robin stared down at his lean, lightly muscled torso. “What? This old thing?”

“When did you get the dragon?”

“A few years ago. I designed it.”

“Beautiful. Someday I’ll tell you about little Juli, the first twink who ever captured me.”

Robin crossed his arms. “I hate him already.”

“Actually, I might never have escaped my old neighborhood if he hadn’t proved to me beyond a doubt that I was gay, and gay was a sure way to get dead where I grew up.”

“Okay, so maybe I love him—a little. Is Alonzo a remnant of that previous life?”

“Yeah, my best friend. Even after I told him I was queer, that guy, total gangbanger, says to me, ‘You were my brother before I knew. I figure nothing changed.’”

“Shit, man, that’s enlightened.”

“He’s been keeping me honest ever since. Or trying to.” He twirled a finger. “So do I get to see the rest?”

“Consider this a two-way street.” He twirled his finger similarly.

Paolo gave him a racy leer and pulled his light sweater over his head.

Robin nodded. “Very pretty. Actually, the first time I saw you I could barely talk, I wanted to paint you so badly. Will you sit for me?”

He posed an arm behind his head. “Yep. I’ll pose nude.” He took a breath. “Right after we choose a house—” He took a bigger breath. “—and move in.”

Robin’s face moved from a flash of elation, to confusion, to suspicion in one second flat. “Wait. What?”

Be calm. “You said you’d help me pick out a house.”

“Right. But you said—” He pointed a finger.

“Move in.” Keep your cool. He grinned as he inspected the items on top of his dresser. “You didn’t think I was asking you to pick out a house for just me, did you?”

 

 

ROBIN STARED at Paolo like he’d lost his fucking mind—but in a good way. “Of—of course I thought you wanted me to help pick out a house for you….”

“If it’s just me, I barely care where I live. But if I get to live with you, I want it to be your dream house.”

Robin flopped on the bed. “How can you move this fast from hate to living together?

“You think I’m luring you into my den so I can hide your body under the porch?”

“Something like that.” Robin cocked an eyebrow.

Paolo looked really serious. “I never hated you. I feared you because you shook the underpinnings of my carefully constructed life. A guy who was sort of like me but who didn’t hide, didn’t pretend, who lived his life with lust and abandon—you were a walking accusation that I was a phony headed for a fall.”

Robin shook his head. “I’m not all that authentic.”


“No, you pretend to be a lot darker and meaner than you are, but I figure that’s self-protection.” His gaze softened, and the edges of Robin’s frigid heart chipped off and melted into something warm and gushy in his chest. Paolo turned up his lips. “If we stop being scared of each other, I bet we could create some mutual protection, you and me.”

The tears pressing at Robin’s eyes almost hurt, but he swallowed them. “That sounds almost too good.”

“I don’t think it’ll be a snap. We’ll probably fight like cats.”

He sniffed. “I like makeup sex.”

Slowly Paolo unzipped his fly and spread the front of his jeans over a pair of silky black boxer briefs.

Robin waggled his nose, trying to contain his grin. “This is unfair pressure.”

“Any minute now—” He slid the jeans down his legs showing a very prominent erection pushing out the front of his briefs. “—I’m going to reveal my glorious ass, which you might have the privilege of fucking, if and only if you agree to move into a house that we choose together and become my boyfriend, solely and exclusively.”

“Wow, you play dirty.”

He grinned lasciviously. “You have no idea.”

That sounded so promising it made his teeth itch. Could they really make it work? Shit, he could always get another apartment, since it would just be him alone.

Paolo sneaked his briefs down an inch. “Want to try it?”

The lump in Robin’s throat was almost as big as the one in his pants. He nodded once sharply.

Dimples! They broke out all over Paolo’s face. “Then here’s your reward!” He ripped the black boxer briefs to his ankles and wagged his gorgeous, taut, creamy, fuckable ass at Robin. Peeking below those round wonders were two low-hanging balls. The other appendage seemed to be riding too high for visibility. Yeah, well, Robin’s was pretty high too, or would be when he shucked the jeans.

Don’t let him change his mind! Robin dropped to his knees and dove toward Paolo’s ass, grabbed a globe in each hand, and spread ’em. Whoa. Pink, puckered, and pretty. He blew softly on the target.

“Hey, what’s going on back there?” Paolo held on to the arm of a chair and wiggled as his balls bounced.

“You’re being assailed by the elements. That was wind—and this is water.” He slid his tongue between Paolo’s cheeks and softly laved the area, tasting musk and sex and sweetness.

“Holy crap. Are you really doing that?” Paolo gazed over his own shoulder, eyes wide.

“Don’t you like it?” He licked again and pressed harder, circling the opening.

“Oh, unh, wow, I love it but don’t get it much. Oh shit, oh!” With an arch of his back, he shoved his butt closer to Robin’s questing tongue.

Robin chuckled. “Just shows you hang out with the wrong guys.” He licked a bit deeper, pressing his tongue inside.

“Oh man, oh yes.”

“Have you got lube and condoms nearby, or shall I rim you until tomorrow?”

An arm extended toward one of the night tables, but Paolo kept pressing his ass closer toward Robin.

Robin chuckled. “I’m getting mixed messages.”

“Due to the mixed messenger. That feels so damned good, but I want it all.”

Robin reached a hand around Paolo’s front and grasped the available handle—quite available, in fact. Pumping the cock firmly, he slid his tongue back and forth on Paolo’s taint until the guy squealed, then pulled away and slowly stood. “Hold that thought.” He backed up toward the nightstand while gently “persuading” Paolo’s dick to follow. Where the dick went, Paolo came after. When they got beside the bed, Robin pushed Paolo down on the white sheets folded over a dark blue comforter. “If you don’t want jizz on your comforter, you should move it, because I plan to make you come a lot.”

“Promises, promises.” He pulled his long legs up beside his ears.

For a second Robin couldn’t do anything but stare. Who’d ever dream Paolo Lind would let himself be so vulnerable?

“Uh, not auditioning for America’s Got Talent over here.”

Robin laughed, sprang to life, and grabbed a box of condoms and a big bottle of lube that looked brand new from the drawer. After slicking up his fingers, he sat on the edge of the bed next to Paolo’s beautiful butt and swiped some of the gel onto his exquisitely displayed hole. Sliding it around, he got a little whimper and bounce. Gently he insinuated his index finger inside.

“Oh yeah.”

Hot and tight. Still, Robin could tell Paolo was a bottom. “How long’s it been?”

“A few months. I’ve been a business top.” He barked a harsh laugh.

“No more compromise. I’ve got you.” He stood, stripped the rest of his clothes, then pressed three lubed fingers into Paolo.

“Oh man, it feels like years.” He thrust upward on Robin’s buried fingers.

Robin pulled a condom from the box and ripped the package with his teeth.

“Music to my ears.”

Retrieving his other hand, he sheathed himself, then leaned down and kissed the silky skin. “Relax. You’re in good hands.” For a second he gazed at his shiny, lubed target like the promised land. “I’ve wanted to do this since the moment I met you. It took restraint not to fuck you on the conference table in Hyer’s office.”

“You should have. That would have gotten you the contract much faster.”

“Take a breath.” Paolo complied. “Let it out.” He fit the head of his weeping penis to Paolo’s hole, closed his eyes, and pressed. It only took a second and in—oh!—he—my!—slid—God! The welcome mat carried him all the way to the hilt, his balls banging on Paolo’s ass as heat permeated his cock and spread like a love virus through his groin.

“Shiiit!”

Robin’s eyes flew open. “Am I hurting you?” He stared at Paolo, whose perfect mouth hung open, eyes rolled back, and neck strained in a long column.

“Ohhhh. More. More.”

Robin grinned. That he could deliver. Resting weight on his arms, he let his hips flow back and forth like a well-oiled machine, changing angle each time so he slid over Paolo’s gland a little differently each time—seeking perfection. One sideways angle got the ultimate reaction.

“Holy shit, yes!” Paolo’s whole body shook and the creamy skin on his chest flushed pink.

Robin smiled. Got to remember that one. His hips froze in midthrust. I get to fuck Paolo again. And again. I get to live with him in the same house and hold him when he’s sad and laugh with him when the whole world looks insane. I get to take care of him—and let him take care of me.

“Robin. Are you okay, sweetheart?”

Robin dropped onto Paolo’s chest, buried his head in his neck, and fucked like a madman while he laughed so hard tears ran down his cheeks—and looked a lot like crying.

“Holy crap, Robin. Like that. Oh man, I’m coming. Coming!”

Hot stickiness squeezed across Robin’s chest and squished between them as he hammered his love home. “Yes, Paolo. Yes!” A bolt of joy shot up his spine and exploded in his balls at the same time—rewriting all his expectations.






Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

LAINEY, THE real estate agent, babbled away as they drove south down PCH. “Some of the best views of the water are farther south since the hills are higher down here. People usually choose North Laguna for the easy access, but if you don’t mind the drive through town, I think the south will suit you better.”

“The south is fine.” Paolo nodded and squeezed Robin’s hand where he sat in the back seat. Robin had insisted Paolo take the front. Back here he could just stare out the window and dream of a house in Laguna.

He sat forward, still holding Paolo’s hand, and stared at the seagulls flying overhead. His only uneasiness was not having told Bobby yet. When he’d gone home that morning, no Bobby. Micah had probably taken him directly to the Sawdust. Damn, I don’t want to tell him on the phone.

“This is the house we discussed, Paolo.” Lainey pointed toward a gate on the right—the ocean side of PCH. She pulled in and navigated a narrow road to a row of houses overlooking the water. One had a Realtor sign in front of it.

Robin leaned toward Paolo. “Surely not. This looks so expensive.”

Lainey smiled back at him as she parked. “You give up space for location, but it’s an awfully good buy. You’ll see why.”

That probably meant it was only five million dollars. He made wide eyes at Paolo as he held the door, and they walked to the house hand in hand. It seemed to be a Paolo thing, and it was A-OK with Robin.

Lainey opened the door and they stepped into a—dream. Yes, a pretty run-down, neglected dream, but still amazing. A single-story home, with an interior courtyard and a solid wall of glass at the back looking out over the ocean, just didn’t happen every day. Robin clasped his hands on his chest and turned in circles, admiring all the midcentury details.

He suddenly looked up. Paolo just stood there smiling at him, not looking at the house at all. “You like it?”

“My God, who wouldn’t?”

Polo walked across the expanse of the living room and opened a sliding door. The rush and rumble of the ocean filled the room. “Come on.”

Robin followed Paolo outside to a narrow yard that looked down over a cliff directly to the sea. “Oh, magnificent.”

“I hope you don’t sleepwalk.” He laughed and grabbed Robin’s hand again to amble back inside.

“You don’t seem to be looking much.”

“I confess, I found this house online and asked Lainey to show it to me. It would need some serious work before we could live here, but I think we could get it done in about three months of concentrated effort.”

Robin could barely catch his breath. He’d get to live here?

Paolo grabbed Robin’s hand again. “Let’s explore the neighborhood and look up the hill. I want to make sure we’re comfortable with the location this far south.”

Robin almost said, “Are you kidding?” But it was Paolo who had to drive to the office. Robin only had to get to their studio. Plus he had the Ferrari. Maybe this was too far south for Paolo.

They walked out the front of the house onto the narrow road that ran parallel to the highway. Paolo pointed. “Let’s go up there.” Passing houses on both sides of the residential street, they curved around to the highway, where a stoplight let cars out onto the busy PCH. “Want to cross?”

“Oh, okay.”

They waited for the light, still holding hands, and then power walked across to the hilly side of the street. Robin pointed. “I think our apartment is only about half a mile that way.”

Paolo plunged ahead and started walking up the steep street. What the heck? Robin trotted and caught up to him. When they got to the first cross street, he turned right, walked half a block, and hung a left, turning onto the next uphill street.

Robin stopped and stared. Standing on the front lawn of a beautiful two-story modern home on the hillside were Bobby and Micah—and they were waving.

Paolo halted and looked back with a grin. “Hey, there goes the neighborhood.”

“Wait. You mean—”

“I thought you’d still like to be near your brother.”

Robin’s whole heart turned to mush. Paolo even thought about keeping him together with his twin. Too much. Robin crumpled to the ground, put his head on his knees, and cried.

“Oh no. Oh no!” Bobby fluttered his hands as he ran across the street to Robin and dropped down beside him. “I’m hoping those are nothing but good tears.”

Robin nodded.

“Paolo knew there was no way we could live too far apart.”

Robin glanced up. He must look like a wet Morticia Addams. “You did this for me?” More tears flowed down his cheeks.

Paolo joined the crew on the ground and gathered Robin into his arms. “Of course I did it for you. And for me too. You and I can’t hide away in our fortress of solitude forever. We need some sunshine—right across the street.”

Micah came over and plopped his butt on the pavement next to Bobby. “So anybody got any cards?”

They hung like that, alternately laughing and crying, until a car trying to pass broke up their party.

As they all walked back to the house above the ocean to show it to Bobby and Micah, Bobby said, “Okay, dear. I talked to Mama this morning, and she’s not taking no. I told her we’d both met the men in our lives, and she and Daddy want to meet them. No more putting it off. I promised we’d all come for Labor Day after the festivals close.”

Robin took a breath and squeezed Paolo’s hand. That gave him over a month. Maybe for the first time, he might be up to it.

 

 

ROBIN STARED out the window as Paolo followed the GPS in the rental car and ferried them from the Redwood Valley motel they’d checked into to his parents’ house. Don’t get tense. Don’t get tense.

Music played on the speakers, and Bobby and Micah kept up a stream of conversation in the back seat, but Paolo kept looking at Robin. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” He slid a hand over Paolo’s on the console of the Mercedes he’d rented.

Bobby reached between the seats and petted Robin’s shoulder. “It’ll be fine, dear. They don’t bite, honest.”

He said it lightly, which produced a slight crease between the eyebrows from Paolo.

They rode another mile, music and Bobby’s chatter filling the car.

Paolo spoke softly. “Are you likely to see the alcoholic?”

Robin’s head snapped around on its own. He’d never exactly said, “Don’t say anything in front of Bobby,” but he hadn’t expected Paolo to remember. Or at least, when he’d told Paolo about Harold, he’d never thought they had a future.

Robin squeezed Paolo’s hand and gave a small shake of his head, but the back seat had gotten very quiet.

“Robin, who does Paolo mean?”

Shit! “Uh, Uncle Harold had a drinking problem. Don’t know how he is now.”

“I never heard Mom and Dad say anything about that.”

“Oh, you didn’t?” He pointed forward. “We turn right up here.”

Bobby’s voice shook a little. “Did he have this problem when you used to go visit him?”

“Uh, sometimes, yes.”

Deadly quiet—and no amount of music could penetrate it.

Bobby’s voice was soft but filled the car. “This is it, isn’t it? The thing you never told me?”

He turned and tried to meet his brother’s eyes—the huge blue saucers brimming with tears. “There was no reason to tell you, dear.”

“No reason?” His voice rose. “No reason? I would have told Mom and Dad. I would never have let you go back there again. It’s just bullshit! You protecting me and hurting yourself. You do it all the time, over and over, but it’s not fair. It makes you sadder and makes me—just stupid!” Tears ran down his face, and Micah pulled him into a tight hug.

Paolo pulled the car over in a weeded patch beside the road and turned off the ignition.

Okay, this is happening.

Robin turned on his seat until he was facing backward with one leg drawn up before him. “I’m sorry.” He breathed out slowly. “No, that’s not entirely true, but kind of. I was a little kid, Bobby. We both were. I was so excited that first weekend Mom sent me to Harold’s. I felt special because everyone loved him so much.” He stared at his hand resting on the seat back. Easier if he didn’t have to look right at Bobby. “I got there and it was great and fun for a while, but then he started to drink. We were playing Go Fish and he just kept slugging back what he called his medicine. It was still fun, but then he fell down, and I was too small to get him up. He started to vomit right where he was. I wasn’t sure what to do, but cleaning it up seemed right, so I did. It went like that all weekend. We’d have fun, then he’d get sloshed and more and more stupid. But when he took me home, he was all happy and talking about what fun we had and what a great kid I was.” Robin wiped a hand over his face. “Remember, that’s when we started getting bullied because we were different and kids called us fags. Having a grown-up say I was great and fun was—amazing. But I wasn’t stupid. When he asked for you, I said no, I needed to go. I figured I knew what to do, and I just couldn’t send you in there.”

“Sometimes that made me so mad. I thought you were cheating me out of Uncle Harold and instead—” Another gush of tears flowed down and dripped from Bobby’s chin. Micah rocked him a little.

“I know.”

“You—you had to feel so scared.” Bobby wiped at his cheeks.


“A little. He got a bit worse every time I went. Once he set a dishtowel on fire when he left the stove on, but that was the closest he came to killing me. Himself? Another matter. I never got in the car with him when he was drunk, although probably sometimes he was legally soused even though he seemed okay. But damn, he was an advocate. Mom and Dad were nicer to us when Harold got done with them. If I told them Harold was a raging drunk, it might have taken all that away.”

“Or they wouldn’t have believed you.” Bobby sighed.

“Yeah. They never wanted to believe anything bad about him.”

“He gave them money and stuff.”

“I figured that.”

“But I think they really loved him and admired him.”

“Yeah. And I was just a weird kid with a big imagination.” He sighed. “But for sure, if I’d ratted him out, or tried to, it would have meant we weren’t his fair-haired boys anymore, and that would have been bad. Shit, we didn’t have many people on our side.”

“Yeah. I wish you’d told me, Robin. We could have gone together, and I would have helped you.”

Robin smiled softly. “You don’t understand.” How to say this? “You being who you are makes my life—better. It always has. Taking care of you was just a way of taking care of me. You give me hope.”

Bobby leaned forward and Robin met him, forehead to forehead. Bobby snuffled. “That’s why you never want to go home.”

“Yeah. I know it’s not Mom and Dad’s fault exactly—”

“But it is on some level.”

“I guess, yes.”

Bobby leaned back and stared Robin fiercely in the eyes. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure you’re happy.”


Paolo wrapped an arm around Robin. “Get in line.”

Robin sucked in a breath. Wow.

Bobby smiled around the red nose and swollen eyes and stared at Paolo. “I love you, darling, but never forget. You may be a roommate, but I’m the wombmate.”

They all laughed at the old joke.

Bobby blew his nose. “So now what?”

Robin leaned against Paolo. “We go to Mom and Dad’s, show off our gorgeous guys, and then go home.”

“You sure? If you don’t want to go, I’ll understand.”

“No. I agreed to come because I feel like I can now.” He leaned back and looked at Paolo. “I’m happy. Nothing and nobody can spoil that.”

Paolo kissed his forehead, then started the car.

Ten minutes later, after wandering through the rural, tree-lined roads of the valley, they pulled up in front of the little convenience store. A sign said McMillan’s Store.

Paolo put a hand over Robin’s. “Ready?”

“Or not.” He shrugged and his stomach danced to an old familiar tune, but his heart sang.

Paolo walked around and opened his door—Robin had almost learned to stay put in the last couple of weeks—as Micah helped Bobby from the back seat. They’d started toward the front door of the store when it opened and their mom walked out. Thinner than the last time Robin saw her, she still came off as pretty—light brown hair she kept short and wide blue eyes she’d given both him and Bobby.

Funny how you can feel happiness and pain at the same time. Must be the definition of love.

She smiled, though it looked tentative. “Hi, boys.”

Bobby didn’t run to her squealing like he usually would. Damn. That made Robin feel like crap. He strode forward with his arms wide. “Hey, Mama.”

Her smiled reached her eyes. “Oh, Robin.” She folded him in her arms. Since she stood nearly as tall as Robin, it wasn’t a big reach to do it. “I’m so glad to see you, honey. How’s my brilliant boy?” She stepped back, still holding his arms, and gazed at his face.

The answer to that question washed over him like a wave. “I’m fine, Mama. I’m actually just fine.”

“That’s good news.” She looked toward Bobby, who still stood beside Micah, looking slightly uncertain. She cocked her head. “Where’s my sunshine?”

The smile that earned that name flowed across Bobby’s face. “Here, Mama.” He ran to her and joined in a three-way hug.

“Okay, I’m looking forward to meeting the men who have made my boys so happy.” She turned toward Micah and Paolo.

In a flash Robin saw the whole scene: His blue-collar mom, educated to the sixth grade and raised in a small town, faced across a parking lot with an African American doctor and an architect with the ethnic map of the world written across his face, who had driven them there in a silver Mercedes. What had they been thinking bringing the guys here?






Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

ROBIN’S MOM’S chest rose and fell; then she walked forward with her hand outstretched to Micah. “I’m Laura McMillan. You must be Micah. My Bobby hasn’t stopped praising you since the day he met you.”

He covered her hand with his big one. “That admiration goes both ways, ma’am.”

“I’m very glad to hear that. But then, my Bobby wouldn’t give his heart to just anybody.”


She turned to Paolo. “I know you’re Paolo but, of course, I don’t know one other thing because Robin is not the most talkative of men. I do assume that you two have serious intentions, since I’ve never met a single beau of Robin’s in my entire life.”

Paolo took her hand in that cool, urbane way he had, then shared his dimples. “Ma’am, I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that.” He flashed a gleaming eye at Robin.

She laughed and took Paolo and Micah one on each arm. “Our place isn’t real big, so I set up a picnic at our outside table. Come on back and we can have some iced tea and snacks.”

Robin and Bobby fell in behind their mom and her escorts and followed them to their picnic spot in the big yard behind the store. It was a nice space set under a pergola, with benches running on either side of a redwood table and trees all around. Their dad had built the pergola back in the day.

As they all sat, a young girl came out the back door from the store carrying a tray of glasses and some plates and bowls with American cheese slices and potato chips.

His mom turned to Robin and Bobby. “This here is Annette Babachek’s girl, Tiffany. Tiff, these are my boys, Robin and Bobby, and their intendeds, Paolo and Micah.”

Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Uh, hi.” Her stunned expression confirmed they were the most unique group Redwood Valley had seen in a while.

“Would you go up and fetch Chet away from his baseball game, please? Tell him if he wants to see his sons, he better get down here soon.”

Tiffany nodded and hurried back in, leaving the tray behind. Bobby hopped up and started serving.

The back door to the store opened again and Robin looked up, expecting to see his father, and froze. With the same handsome face and laughing eyes that made everyone love him, Harold Landrew stood on the porch.

His mom looked toward her brother. “So as you can see, I’ve got a surprise for you.”

Robin swallowed hard and his eyebrows lowered on their own.

Harold stared straight at Robin. Another man, tall and sturdy-looking, came out behind Harold and stood on the porch as Harold walked down the steps toward Robin.

Don’t flinch. Don’t—

Paolo slipped an arm around his waist.

Harold looked at Paolo and nodded, but then said, “Robin, I asked your mama if I could come and apologize to you and thank you for saving my life.”

“What?” Robin frowned even harder. “I didn’t save anything except maybe your kitchen from burning up.”

“Yeah. You did. All through those years you used to come stay with me, I was ready to kill myself.”

Robin crossed his arms. “Death by alcohol?”

Paolo tightened his hand.

Harold nodded. “Yes. I felt really sorry for myself. I fell in love with a guy who died. But I was deep in the closet, so I not only had no right to see him in the hospital or at his burial site, I didn’t even have the right to cry.” He shrugged. “I drank. I guess I figured I’d drink myself so far over the edge I could get up the nerve to die.” He sat on the edge of the bench at the end. “But then you started coming to visit, and I’d say, ‘No, can’t do it this week. Robin’s coming. Gotta be here for Robin.’ I know it was a shitty thing to do to a little kid, but I honestly thought we were having fun. I guess the fun was the only part I remembered.” He shrugged like he carried a million pounds. “I looked forward to those visits like—springtime.” He barked a laugh. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get poetic.”

Robin just breathed—or tried to.

Bobby said, “You supported us with our parents and defied the whole town when they started calling us gay and fags and homos.”

His mother nodded. “Chet and me never would have understood about you two if it wasn’t for Harold. Course, we didn’t know he was a homosexual too, but still, what he said about you being made that way by God made sense to us. Seems silly to think God made everything on purpose except for one mistake. We came to understand you better.”

Harold smiled a little, but he still looked like he carried way too much burden. “Yeah. I knew you were both gonna turn out gay, and I didn’t want you to be like me. I wanted you happy and free and proud of yourselves.” He looked up toward the big man on the porch. “Honey, come on down here.” The guy lumbered down the stairs to Harold, who took his hand. “This is Caleb, my husband. I guess while I was trying to teach you guys to be proud, a little rubbed off on me.”

Caleb said, “We met in AA.”

“But I’d never have made it this far, Robin, without you. People can say you were a little kid and had no choice, but I don’t think that’s true. I think you decided to save me no matter what it cost, and I know the price was high.”

“He calls you his guardian angel.” Caleb smiled.

Right. “More like a guardian black crow.” Robin gave Harold a sideways glance.

“Well, now, I figure that’s just arguing over make and model.”

Paolo made a guffaw sound, and Robin finally chuckled. “So you’re clean and sober?”

“For almost nine years.”

“That’s—”

“Yeah. When you two graduated and went away to school, I saw this life sign pointing in two directions. I chose up.”

Robin nodded. “I’m glad. Honestly. Really glad.”

“And I’m glad for you. Obviously both you boys have found your way in life. I’m proud.”

Robin’s breath felt tight in his chest, like there wasn’t enough room for oxygen and his heart. The trees around the yard seemed to bow and tremble as some foundation on which he’d built his worldview cracked and dropped pieces on his head. How many years of bad luck if you shattered your own personal mirror?

Robin flicked his eyes up to Uncle Harold as his uncle stared adoringly at Caleb, who laughed at his jokes. So if Harold wasn’t a dark, twisted soul who chose the bad twin to drag with him into the mire, then did that mean—? Robin whispered, “I have to go.”

Paolo leaned in. “What, dear?”

“I have to go.” He spoke just a little louder.

“Where, darling? Where do you need to go?”

“Home.” Robin huddled against Paolo to keep the falling glass off his head.

“But we just—” Paolo gazed at Robin and demonstrated just how totally perfect he actually was. He looked around the small group. “I’m so sorry, but we need to go. Robin isn’t feeling like himself and needs rest. I know he wants to see you again soon.”

Bobby leaped up and scooted over to Robin’s side. “Oh no, dear. Is it like that awful flu I had that comes on so fast?”

“No. Not exactly, but I just—we could leave the car and take a cab or something.”

Paolo spoke warmly. “What he’s trying to say is that seeing you all has been wonderful, but right now he needs some processing time.”

The screen on the back door slammed, and Robin’s dad said, “Sorry I’m late. Damned Dodgers just couldn’t get it together. So where are these guys who think they’re good enough for my boys?”

Last straw. Robin ran to his father and wrapped his arms tightly around him. “I’m so sorry, Daddy. But I have to go.” Jerkily, he trotted to his mother, kissed her cheek, then took a breath and planted a tight hug on Harold. He spun and ran to the car. Behind him, his dad said, “Well, now, when was Robin ever the dramatic one?”

It took a few minutes, but Bobby, Micah, and Paolo all came to the Mercedes, where Robin rested against the back door. Bobby looped his arms around Robin. “Are you okay, baby?”

Robin nodded.

Paolo whispered, “It’s sometimes painful to change your mind.”

Micah said, “Okay, we’ve got choices. We can all go back to the motel and hang there tonight and fly out of Santa Rosa tomorrow.”

Bobby coughed a rude sound. “Oh hell no. I’ve seen that motel.”

Robin chuckled.

Micah held up two fingers. “We can drive to San Francisco and fly home tonight or stay over.”

Bobby said, “Okay, and what’s three—or four? Wherever we are.”

“We can get in that comfy car and drive eight straight hours home.”

“Sold!” Bobby raised his arm. “Call that infernal motel and tell ’em we’re outie.”

Robin crawled in the back seat and laid his head on Paolo’s lap. Micah got behind the wheel, and Bobby reached his hand back and held Robin’s until he fell asleep.

 

 

ROBIN’S EYELIDS fluttered. Oooh, light. He squeezed them shut.

A soft giggle vibrated the air near his ear. “If you wake uuuup, I’ve got fresh OJ and lots of coffee.”

He pulled the pillow beside his head a little tighter against his face. “Intravenous coffee, please.” Wait, where am I? He opened both his lids and shoved back the pillow—pillow?—to find six other eyes staring at him. “Uh, did I miss a day?”

Bobby held out a glass glowing orange and smelling like—heaven. “Not a whole day. Just a night and a morning.”

Bobby, Micah—and maybe best of all, Paolo—sat on his bed in his and Bobby’s apartment. “I’m home.”

Paolo, far too dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt that set off his exotic beauty, scooted up to rest against his headboard and pulled Robin beside him so he could drink the juice. “This is home until the house is ready.”

“How’s the house doing? I haven’t seen it at almost a month.” He and Paolo had made hundreds of decisions and then seemed to get too busy to check into the progress. Paolo said he was keeping tabs on the construction supervisor. Must be okay.

“It’s coming along.” Paolo tipped the glass of OJ against his lips. “Wow. Good.”

Bobby grinned. “Micah made it. Even though he says orange juice has too much sugar.”

Micah grinned. “It does. That’s why you need some protein with it.” He held out a peeled hardboiled egg. “Bite.”

Robin complied and shoved pieces of egg into his mouth. “Good, but eggs Florentine sounds better.” He snuggled against Paolo. “I’m so sorry I freaked you guys out. Do Mom and Dad think I totally lost it?”

“Nope. Well, kind of, but we explained that you’d been going through a few—” Bobby made air quotes. “—readjustments lately, and seeing Uncle Harold overloaded your circuits.”

“That’s a classic understatement. I was so unfair to him.”

Micah shook his head seriously. “No, you weren’t. That was an unfair burden to put on a little kid.”

Bobby really glowered. “And he had to have figured out in his drunken mind that you, being who you are, would shoulder that responsibility without complaint.”

Paolo smoothed Robin’s hair. “Still, it’s good to understand how he interpreted the experience—as positive.”

Paolo’s soothing lemony scent filled Robin’s head. “I always thought I had to go because I was bad. That somehow my mother knew what he was doing and thought I needed punishment.”

“It’s often the case that parents know when a child is being abused, but they refuse to accept it,” Micah said. “But in this case, I honestly believe your mom thought her brother was the best person on the planet. He hid his alcoholism from her.”

“So she thought she was giving you a gift.” Bobby smiled and petted Robin’s arm.

“I actually see that. He’s very likable.” Robin let his breath out slowly. “It’s a new way of thinking about—everything, but especially myself.”

Paolo nuzzled his ear. “As very likable too?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” He laughed and it felt good.

Bobby stood, and Micah got up beside him. “We have to meet up with Micah’s mom and sister this morning. We called them from the car. Want to come? I bet we can go someplace with eggs Florentine.”

Did he? “Thanks, dear, but as much as I’d love to meet your mom, Micah, and see Xaviera, I think I need today to recover. Maybe plan a little.”

Bobby glanced at Paolo, then grinned at Robin. “Have a great day.” He winked, and he and Micah left Robin’s bedroom holding hands. A couple of minutes later, Robin heard the front door close.







Chapter Thirty

 

 

ROBIN LAID his head on Paolo’s shoulder. “Shall we just stay here and doze all day?”

“We could, but I was thinking brunch and a trip to the house.”

“Really? Oh, I’d love that.” He beamed and bounded out from under the covers, stark naked. That, in turn, attracted some serious attention from Paolo, and it took a little extra time to get out of the shower and into jeans and a cotton shirt. The September weather in SoCal was often the hottest of the year, and that day wasn’t kidding around.

They didn’t get eggs Florentine, but huevos rancheros at Coyote was at least as good. After Robin stuffed his face, Paolo asked, “Ready?”

Paolo’s plate still looked half-full. “You didn’t eat much. Not your fave?”

“No, it was great. I’m just not as hungry since I snacked as I drove last night.”

“You should have wakened me. You and Micah did almost all the driving. You must be exhausted.”

“No, I’m fine. Happy to be here with you.” He kissed Robin’s hand, which sent waves of joy floating through him.

Funny. Paolo seemed a little misty-eyed. “We can take a quick look at the house and then go back to the apartment and take a nap.”

“Maybe so.”

They took Robin’s Ferrari—he still couldn’t get used to the idea he had that car—though Paolo drove, and they cruised south on the PCH with top down and hair blowing. As they came to the turnoff, Paolo glanced at Robin. He seemed anxious.

Robin frowned a little. “Is everything okay? Is there something about the house you’re not telling me?”

Paolo turned onto their street with its row of ocean-view homes. He gave another nervous gaze. “Uh, yeah. Kind of.”

“What?” Robin grabbed a hold of the console. “Dammit, Paolo, I’m trying to plan my life here and you’re—”

Paolo pulled into the side driveway of the house—the house behind the perfect dryscaped yard, now complete with a large pepper tree and a poplar that set off the entry. Neither had been there before. That was also true for the fresh paint in the green and gray Robin had chosen, the slate walkway, the stone veneer, and the brand-new roof.

Robin slid a hand over his mouth but still said, “Oh my God.”

Paolo bounded out of the car and came around to let Robin out. “I love it. You’re too surprised to reach for the door handle.”

“It’s so beautiful.”

“You chose it.” Paolo was practically skipping. He escorted Robin up the walkway, inserted the key, and held open the door. Inside was amazing! No furniture or decorations yet, but the polished hardwood floors gleamed, the interior atrium had been planted with lush tropicals, and the huge windows opened across a gorgeous new slate patio to the ocean view that took his breath away.

Paolo opened the bifold doors and melded the inside to the outside, then led Robin onto the expanse of stone.

Robin pressed his hands to his heart. He could imagine the comfy furniture and standing out here painting until his whole being filled with the perfection of blue sky and blue water. “I know it’s how we planned it, but it’s so much more beautiful than I could even imagine.”

“Then I’m totally happy—almost.” Paolo held Robin’s hand tightly.

Robin felt the crease pop between his eyes. “Oh? Aside from the furniture, is there something you want to change?”

“Yes.”

“What? Tell me.”

Paolo turned and faced Robin, a serious expression on the beautiful face. “You and me.”

Robin’s heart gave a huge slam against his ribs, he sucked air—and then he narrowed his eyes. No, Paolo wasn’t backing out. He loves me. I trust him. “What about you and me do you want to change?” A smile tugged at his lips.

“I think we need to alter our single condition.” He dropped to one knee and pulled a blue velvet box from his pocket. “I propose that we furnish the house in time to have a wedding right here on this spot.”

Robin slapped a hand over his mouth.

“And I propose it be a double wedding with you and Bobby.”

The swallow actually hurt as he tried to hold back tears.

“And I suggest you say yes fast since my mother and your mother are planning the damned wedding as we speak.”

“Oh my God.”

“What do you say, Mr. McMillan. Will you marry me?” He opened the box on an architectural sweep of gold and platinum wound together into a band, cradling a tiny galaxy of diamonds.

“This is fast.” He could barely talk, his breath came so fast.

“Shit, no. It’s taken months.” Paolo grinned.

“You really want to be stuck with me?”

“Only forever.”

He stared at the ring, and his vision clouded. “Did you get two of those?”

“As a matter of fact I did, but you have to say yes first.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Robin bounced in a positively Bobby-like way as Paolo slid the ring onto his finger, and then he threw his newly adorned hand around Paolo’s neck and hauled him down for a kiss to rock to the core of his balls—and the center of his heart.

When he pulled back, he gazed into Paolo’s deep eyes. “You made it happen. Without you, I’d still be the bad twin who deserved to get the shit and the vomit.”

“Hey, without you, I’d still be evaluating people based on what they could give my business—and I’d never have known my mom.”

“Are your mom and my mom really planning the wedding together?”


“Yep. I think from here on we’ll have to call them Double Trouble.”

Paolo wrapped his arm around Robin, and they drove back to the apartment to snuggle until Monday.
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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.
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Adam James is so far in the closet he could find Narnia. As an attorney for the homophobic WMA Development, he can’t come out without risking the million-dollar paycheck waiting for him once they push their big land development deal through the city council—money that will finally allow Adam to live according to his own terms. Then, on an early morning scuba dive, Adam meets a tall, lean rebreather diver named Sky who makes him want to hug a tree.

Sky Sea Mickeljohn stands for the environment, world peace, and being openly gay. He won’t compromise his principles for anyone—even the damned lying developer lawyer he can’t help lusting after. True, the WMA land development deal could put thousands of people at risk, but Sky still wants to risk his heart. In the fight between freedom and integrity, is there a place for love?
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Can two men with skewed self-images see their true reflections in each other’s eyes?

Jerry Wallender—firefighter, surfer, and occasional nude model—knows he’s no rocket scientist. So why does he keep choosing intellectual guys who make him feel dumber? He worked his buns off to overcome his reading disability and pass the firefighter’s test, and he loves everything about the job. Well, except for Mick Cassidy, the big, blond, hunky homophobe who harasses Jerry for being gay. But Jerry is smart enough to realize it’s not hate driving Mick, but the pain of a very unhappy upbringing.

Mick Cassidy, Firefighter Assist and Search Team, fights fires, but he can’t fight his attraction to the kindest, most generous—and sexiest—guy he’s ever met. Does that make him gay? If it does, he just might get himself killed by his gay-hating preacher father—and take Jerry down with him.
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Though only twenty-six, single father Theodore Walters lives with his head in the clouds and his feet firmly planted in reality. At the center of his life is Andy, his seven-year-old son, with whom he shares no DNA, though nobody—including his religious-fanatic in-laws—knows that, and Theodore will do anything to keep them from finding out. Theodore works hard to get his PhD and the tenure and salary that might follow to make a better life for Andy—but the head of his department thinks his dissertation on Jane Austen and romance novels is frivolous.

Theodore’s carefully planned life goes off the rails when he walks into a popular Laguna Beach bar and meets the bartender, “Snake” Erasmo, a pierced and tattooed biker who sends Theodore’s imagination—and libido—soaring. Snake has even more secrets than Theodore and couldn’t be a less “appropriate” match, but he might be the only guy with the skills to show Theodore that happily ever after is for real.
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