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Working behind the taproom bar didn’t come with many perks, but seeing a gorgeous guy walk up and put something in his mouth would always be Tasha’s favorite. Watching some dude too hot for words downing a beer never failed to inspire her naughtiest thoughts. And she needed those thoughts, because after being ditched by her husband seven months ago, she hadn’t found anyone new worth dating. 

However, the guy sauntering up to the bar might just be the one to take her from ex to sex. Corkscrew curls fell to his eyebrows in front and hung even lower by his ears and neck. His dark brown hair highlighted deep chocolate eyes with a playful gleam. He had a scruffy chin, though whether he wanted to start a beard or just couldn’t be bothered shaving that morning remained in question. She had a feeling he knew he looked like sex on legs either way. His dark facial hair emphasized how thick and lush his lips were. With his handsome Latino looks, he could easily be a male model. She’d buy whatever he advertised. Hell, he could be in an ad for herpes medication and she’d still find him attractive. After all, what’s a little herpes between friends? 

She nearly busted out laughing but managed to put on a smile as he approached. Finally, something to cheer her up after eight hours of work and the heaviest day of her period. Should she flirt? Play it cool? What would get him to choose her for his vacation fling?

“Hi,” she said, going for bland friendliness rather than risk losing his interest. “Since it’s your first time coming in, we do a dollar off the flight of four. Your choice of drafts.”

He grinned. “I’m definitely in a small town when you know it’s my first time here.” 

He had an accent from somewhere in Latin or South America. She’d never met anyone with that particular sexy as sin accent. His panty dropping voice made the entire package that much more appealing, and judging from the bulge in his jeans, the package already had plenty of appeal.

Tasha laughed. “To be fair, the taproom is only open on Thursdays, and it’s been ten months since I missed a day.”

“That makes sense. What are my options for the beer?”

Tasha explained the styles and got what he picked. He took a measured sip of the pale ale, then nodded.

“Very good. Do you work here the other four days a week?”

“I’m the assistant brewmaster.”

“You did a splendid job.” He tried the brown ale. “Mmm, lives up to the hype.”

“What hype?” Sleeping Beer got sold all over Michigan, but they hadn’t achieved much reputation beyond that.

“I met Adam Jones two weeks ago in the club I worked at in New York City, and he started talking about how great Sleepy Sands, Michigan, is. He raved about this beer, said he’d come to the taproom every Thursday since he moved up here. I didn’t realize you were only open Thursdays. Good thing I arrived today.”

“Definitely. How long you in town?” Hopefully long enough for meaningless sex.

Model Man laughed. “I guess that depends on whether I take to the place as quickly as Adam did. Two days ago I rented a moving truck and drove here. If I can get the job I want and find a place to live, I’ll be here indefinitely.”

Interesting. He wouldn’t be a vacation fling, he’d be a neighbor fling? It occurred to Tasha that something bad happened to make him leave New York City. He had a bittersweet air that suggested a recent upsetting experience. Perhaps he had a difficult breakup? If so, he wouldn’t be in the market for a fling any time soon. He likely wouldn’t want to start anything physically or emotionally for a few months. There went her idea of getting back on the horse ASAP. Either she needed to find someone else for a hookup, or she needed to be prepared to wait if she wanted to get into bed with Model Man.

Had he just set off her lust radar because of his hotness, or was there something specific about this man that brought ideas of satisfucktion to mind? Sure, he had hotness factor out the wazoo, but she felt drawn to him beyond that. She thought about a good looking tourist she saw last week and felt no tingles. Then she thought about straddling Model Man six months from now, and all girly bit signals were go. She didn’t want just anyone. She wanted him, and she could wait.

It occurred to her that she’d been toying with the idea of a roommate for the past month but hadn’t found a good fit. It would be pretty stellar to see his gorgeous face every day, even if she didn’t get to see it attached to her crotch. The more they got to know each other, the more likely he’d be to want something physical with her later. Model Man gave her good vibes, and even though she’d be constantly tempted to shove him onto the couch and climb aboard, she could slow her roll until he felt ready. Renting to him would be financially smart, and it would mean constant eye candy. She just needed to make sure he’d be a safe bet.

“I may be renting out a room in my house,” she said before she could overthink things.

His eyebrows shot up. “Yeah? What’s the setup, and how much per month?”

“Two story, four bedroom house with two bathrooms upstairs and a half down. The basement is fully finished, but there are no windows, so I just use it for watching TV, exercising, or hanging out with friends.  Master’s mine, one bedroom is my painting studio, one is the guest room where you can sleep until you get unpacked, and the last bedroom is empty, so it’s all yours. I’d need to speak to three references before I’ll rent to you. One work and two personal. If you’re interested, I can do rent for... hang on, let me think.”

She knew how much a decent one bedroom apartment cost in the area because her best friend lived in one. The rent should be less than that – more like splitting a two bedroom. Mentally adding his share of utilities, she quoted him a price slightly under what a one bedroom cost. Getting that every month would significantly help her financially. 

Tasha made a decent salary, and her parents had paid on the house until she and her ex took over, but she still had three years left on the mortgage. Plus, her seven year old car needed to be retired. The plan had been to buy a new car this year, but when her husband said he’d had sex with his coworker, she’d gotten pregnant, and he wanted to raise the child with her, Tasha’s world had been tipped over and thrown onto the pavement. How long had she wanted to start a family only to hear her husband say he wasn’t ready? Now, suddenly, he could handle it with someone else?

After the announcement he’d moved out, and with neither of them fighting for assets the divorce went through in six and a half months. Tasha would celebrate two weeks of freedom Friday, and having a five alarm hottie move in sure would make life more interesting. Especially knowing that if he didn’t move in, she’d have no guarantee of seeing him regularly. Yes, a town with 5,624 people meant you’d see each person out and about, but not as often as one might think. The idea of living with him, even though it meant ‘look but don’t touch’ for the foreseeable future, very much appealed to her.

Beautiful things should be appreciated. Especially beautiful people.

Model Man contemplated, then nodded. “That’s doable. I checked apartment prices last night and that’s cheaper than a one bedroom. I’d have to talk to a reference for you, too, though.”

Sensible. She pointed her thumb at the far end of the bar. “Ask Nigel. He owns the brewery. What’s your name, anyway?”

He laughed. “I guess we got ahead of ourselves. I’m Rafael Santos.”

“Tasha Yancey. We’re getting our rush now, so I’ll check out your references when it slows down.”

Rafael nodded and tried the stout. Tasha walked away to take orders of people coming in, chatting with those she knew and welcoming the tourists she didn’t. Sleepy Sands got a lot of tourists from being so close to the beautiful Sleeping Bear Dunes area. Sand dunes could be found along other places on the shores of Lake Michigan, but the Sleeping Bear area had some truly gorgeous scenery. Enough lakes surrounded the area to bring in people wanting to go out on the water, and wineries, local shops, and art galleries kept the non-outdoorsy folks occupied. With it being two weeks into June, the tourist population would stay this high until late August.

When the rush of folks coming from work subsided, Tasha walked back to Rafael. He’d struck up a conversation with Jenny Lu on the next stool. Jenny had a boyfriend, but Tasha still found herself scanning the woman for flushed cheeks.

“Hey, Jenny,” Tasha said. “You welcoming Rafael to our lovely town?”

Jenny looked surprised. “No, he saw me flipping through doll pics and mentioned his best friend’s wife collects, so he started telling me about her.”

Rafael smiled at Tasha. “She and her husband are the people I wanted to use as my personal references. Is that alright? They knew me before they married, and I think it’s important you talk to a female friend.” 

“Totally fine,” Tasha said. “I’m on break, so I’m ready to speak to them.”

Rafael dialed a number, greeted his friend with a quick explanation, and handed over the phone. Tasha took it to a corner of the bar where she could hear more easily. They kept the music in the taproom at a low volume to make conversation easier, but a full room of chatting folks got noisy.

“I’m Scout. So you’re thinking of renting a room to that d-bag, Rafael.”

Tasha laughed. “Should I be worried?”

“No. Best guy I know. And he has the best reputation of any model or photographer in the fashion world. Everyone loves working with him. He’s steady, solid, and I’m going to miss the shit out of him.”

Rafael really was a male model? Tasha managed not to guffaw. “Does he keep his space clean at home? I don’t mind messiness, but I don’t want someone leaving dirty dishes and clothes everywhere.”

“Oh, no, he’s not like that at all. When we first started out as models we were roommates, and he constantly cleaned. He kept me in line. I learned how to not be a slob, for which my wife is eternally grateful.”

“I can imagine. Do I need to worry about anything? Does he drink a lot or smoke?”

“No. We’re both thirty-two. Even if we wanted to party hard, we’d feel it the next day. Raf was never too into partying in the first place. He’s the one sitting next to the addicts asking how he can help them get better. I think he would have been a good psychologist, but by the time he was able to take college courses, he wanted to get his BFA in Photography.”

Wow. Pretty and talented. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Well, he just got his heart broken, so he’s going to be a little sensitive for a while. But if you treat him well, I think it’ll be easier for him to bounce back.”

Tasha understood that feeling, and she’d clearly been reading Rafael’s situation correctly. “I will. Rafael mentioned I could also speak to your wife?”

“Let me get Kaya. Honey baby, talk to Rafael’s new housemate and tell her he’s a good guy.”

“Hello?” asked a woman’s voice.

“Hi,” Tasha said. “I’m trying to make sure Rafael is trustworthy to live with.”

“One hundred percent. He’s respectful of boundaries and he’s very protective of women. There are some real predators in our industry, and if Rafael sees a guy act out of line, he shuts that down real fast. He’s every woman’s dream crush, other than my husband, Scout. Then Raf ended up dating that skank ho who cheated on him. I wanted to rip her hair out.”

That explained leaving town in a hurry. “It sucks to see good people get taken advantage of.”

“Definitely,” Kaya said. “And I get that Raf needs to be away from any reminders of her, but I feel like Michigan is a little farther than he needed to go. I worry this move was made in haste, and he’s going to regret it. I wouldn’t ask him for a year’s commitment, because I honestly don’t know how long he’ll last there. He has a damn good life in New York City. Though I know he wants to be away for now. If you’re good to him while he’s there, I can approve of his detour to small town life.”

Tasha’s stomach fell. Surely when Rafael healed enough to consider hooking up with her, he’d also be healed up enough to return to his old life. He wouldn’t be interested in having a relationship with her, and after spending however many months as roommates, she’d surely be attached to him emotionally. Did she even want to do that to herself? Drool and fall in lust for months, have sex once or twice, then say goodbye?

Then again, she couldn’t very well tell him she’d decided against renting a room to him because she found him too attractive. A few months of extra income were more important than a disappointing crush, and she’d just make sure she didn’t fall in love. Mentally pushing him into the ‘off limits’ category, she accepted that she’d have to find someone else to get her single mingle on.

“Thanks for talking to me,” she said. “You and your husband have been a big help.”

“Anything for our boy. And you sound nice. I think it’ll be good for him to be around a sane woman for a while.”

After hanging up Tasha glanced at the number Rafael had written down for his professional reference – the owner of the club he worked at on weekends. The man’s glowing review of Rafael went on for several minutes, and she finally had to gently cut him short so she could get back to work. Walking back to the bar, she returned Rafael’s phone.

“Do you still want to rent to me?” he asked with a hopeful expression.

What could she say? “Definitely.” 

For better or worse, she’d thrown them on the same path. His smile melted the ice she’d tried to layer on. Then she suddenly had a vision of him moving back to New York City, leaving her cold all over again.

“Hey, Tash,” called her friend Cara from down the bar. Tasha turned to see Cara waiting with her boyfriend, Mikey.

“Two Dune Brews?” Tasha asked, walking toward them.

“Always,” said Cara. “If Nigel ever starts bottling that shit, he’ll make a fortune.”

Tasha shrugged. “He really likes to have an exclusive for the taproom.”

“Everyone comes here every Thursday anyway,” Cara said. “Whatever, Nigel’s paranoia is not your problem.”

Tasha laughed. “He’s not paranoid. But he does like a song called ‘Everyone Says I’m Paranoid.’ Great song. I love all those obscure British bands he plays for us. His taste in music is one hundred percent on point.”

Mikey grinned. “Yeah, but Nigel’s a-hole bandmate makes me wonder about his taste in friends.”

Tasha laughed. Mikey undoubtedly meant his brother, Tommy.

Cara shook her head. “Jealousy is an ugly emotion, babe.”

“I mean, we’re not married,” Mikey said. “You could still dump me for my brother if you really want to.”

Cara’s face softened. “No interest.” She kissed him on the lips.

Tasha felt happy for her friends, but she sure did wish she had someone of her own to kiss. Tempting herself with Rafael seemed even less appealing, but she’d already committed herself. 

She handed off the beers to them, then realized they could do a little reconnaissance for her while she worked. “Hey, could you invite Rafael to sit with you? He moved here because he met Adam, and he’s going to be my new roommate, so I want your opinions on him.”

“Sure,” Mikey said. “Introduce us.”

Tasha did so, and turned to Rafael. “You mentioned knowing Adam. He’ll be sitting with these two whenever he gets here.”

Rafael brightened. “Yeah? I need to talk to him.”

“Come join us,” said Mikey. “Jenny, do you want to sit with us, or are you meeting friends?”

“Meeting friends, and they just walked in. Nice meeting you, Rafael. If you stop by my family’s restaurant, Wokabout, I’ll give you a free welcome to town boba.”

“Wokabout?” Rafael asked, looking slightly confused.

“We’re Australian. Well, now we’re American. Anyway, we serve Chinese food with some down under twists. I run our boba bar.”

“Nice,” Rafael said. “I’ll check it out as soon as I can.”

Jenny smiled, then headed over to where her friends had claimed a table. 

Cara and Mikey led Rafael to an empty table. Tasha smiled as they all chatted happily, then her smile dropped when her ex walked in the door with coworkers. 

“I know the customer is always supposed to be right,” Nigel said from her right side, “but I can kick the arsehole out if you want me to.”

Tasha smiled. Somehow even swearing sounded proper in an English accent. “It’s fine. I have to live with him being in town.”

Nigel gave her a look that said he understood, but she was being way too nice.

“I know you want me to be angry, but I’m just not. Honestly, now that he’s out of my life, I realize he shouldn’t have been in it for so long.”

Nigel sighed. “I just want you to be alright. What’s with the stud you were talking to at the bar?”

“Future roommate. And he wanted to talk to a reference, so I told him to ask you.”

“I’ll tell him you’re the best. Hey, you need to grab a stool? Still cramping?”

Gotta love a boss you could tell about your period issues. “Nah, I’m alright now.”

“Okay. If you need a seat or a break, let me know.” Nigel headed to his end of the bar and struck up a conversation with a tourist couple.

Tasha turned and watched the lovely Rafael interact with Cara and Mikey. They seemed to be having fun. She hoped he turned out to be as good as his friends claimed. She sure could stand to live with a guy she could rely on for once, even if she couldn’t do anything other than be friends with him.

Maybe if she got very, very lucky, and they both got very, very drunk, there would be some making out. Hell, she might not even need that much. She could probably come just from his smile. While she had pretty much zero chance of finding the perfect relationship – one that would lead to marriage and children – she could at least drool over Rafael for a few months. She’d take what she could get.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2: Rafael
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So far Sleepy Sands seemed pretty cool. Arriving a little after four, Raf’s hunger meant his first stop had been food rather than motel. He’d turned in at the first restaurant and stuffed himself with hummus, Turkish borek, and vegetarian moussaka. The meal blew the lid off any place he’d tried in NYC, and that said something. His waiter told him the taproom opened at five, so Raf decided to go there first to see if he could catch Adam. 

Yes, Adam might think Raf a weirdo after dropping entire life in the city for a potential job in Sleepy Sands, but Raf had a good feeling about this place. When Adam talked about it two weeks before, it sounded like small town paradise. At the time, small town paradise didn’t appeal as much as the big city careers he and his future wife had in the fashion industry. 

Then he got the late night call that upended his world, and decided fashion was too small to avoid his ex and all her hookups. Four guys who claimed to be his friends, yet slept with his fiancée? If Hunter Carlson hadn’t had a post-fuck crisis of conscience, who knew how long Rafael would have been kept in the dark. Genevieve might have married him and kept on cheating. Maybe Raf should send Hunter a fruit basket for saving him from a potential divorce.

A few days after breaking it off, Adam’s words about Sleepy Sands popped into Raf’s mind, and he thought, why not? Cue several days of research, two days of driving, and here he was. Across a table from his new buds Cara Walker and Mikey Flannigan, listening to them argue about whether the dune climb or Empire bluff made the better hike to see the Sleeping Bear sand dunes and Lake Michigan.

“Babe, that’s the longest hike in the world,” Cara said. Tall with thick eyebrows and hair right on the border between light brown and dark blonde, Cara had shown herself to be a no-nonsense kind of lady. “Empire is shorter, and when you get there, it’s incredible.”

“But because it’s longer, you get to see more on the dune climb. And you’re actually out on the dune, not on a boardwalk staring at a dune.” Mikey reached a hand up to toss a strand of blond hair out of his eyes. He reminded Raf of a surfer boy, which didn’t really make sense in northwest Michigan. Perhaps any kind of sand brought out the surfer dudes.

“Which means whatever shoes you wear are going to get full of sand.” Cara made a face. 

She liked surfer boys, but not sand?

“There’s still sand and dirt on the hike up to Empire bluff,” said Mikey.

Whoa, surfer boy didn’t like sand? What planet had Raf been sent to? Didn’t people know how to live like stereotypes here?

Cara’s eyes narrowed. “Not like the dune climb.”

“I guess I’ll have to do both and decide for myself,” Raf said before they got too argumentative. 

Cara lightened immediately. “Oh, yeah. You have to do both.”

“I’m going to talk to Tasha’s boss for a minute.” Rafael headed to the bar and stopped in front of the younger black man. “I’m Rafael Santos.”

“Nigel Underhill. So you’re thinking of living with Tasha?”

“Yeah. I just want to make sure there’s nothing I should worry about.”

“Can’t say there is. She’s a model employee and a good mate. Friend, I mean.”

Raf grinned. “I know. I lived in London for a year. You’re from the north, right?”

“Manchester, yeah. We moved here when I was thirteen. I’m not as good with accents. Where are you from?”

“Brazil. I moved away at eighteen, and that’s when I lived in London. But I found more work in New York, so I decided to move there.”

“And now you’ve decided to live in Sleepy Sands? It’s a great town. I wouldn’t move if you paid me a million dollars.”

“Everyone here seems happy. I like that. I need a change of pace. Does Tasha keep her house clean?”

“Always. I’ve been over a few times for dinner or parties. Compared to New York, you’ll feel like you live in a palace.”

Rafael laughed. “That sounds tempting. I’ve never lived in a place where I could spread out.”

“Where did you grow up?”

“The middle of nowhere in Mato Grosso do Sul. But we moved to São Paulo when I was 13. I have experience in small towns and gigantic cities, and nothing in between.”

“Same as me. Clearly I prefer the small town.”

Rafael smiled. “I think I might, too.”

“Welcome home, then, mate. If you ever need anything, let me know. I’m not hiring at the moment, but a few places are.”

“Anyone looking for a bartender?”

“My parents, actually, at the pub. Their day guy wants to cut Mondays and Tuesdays so he can work on making jewelry. You’ll find everyone here has at least one artistic outlet, and most of us sell our things.”

“Adam mentioned that. I admire it.”

“Speaking of Adam, he just walked in.”

Raf turned and found Adam talking to Tasha. She didn’t seem flirtatious, which surprised him. Adam mentioned being single when they met, and any tall man with dark brown hair, light green eyes, and a jaw that rivaled most of Raf’s model compatriots would surely be worthy of a woman’s interest. Maybe Tasha didn’t flirt at work? She’d definitely appreciated looking at Rafael. He had to admit his ego felt stroked by getting more attention than Adam.

After thanking Nigel, Raf headed to Mikey and Cara’s table, deciding not to interrupt their romantic whispering session. Adam came over with a drink.

His face split into a grin. “Rafael! Did I convince you to vacation here?”

“Not quite. You convinced me to move here.”

The other man looked shocked. “So... how does that affect your fashion work?”

“I’ll probably travel to NYC three or four times a year to do shoots for my friend,” Raf said. “But otherwise I’ll be here. I wanted to see if you were hiring a bar manager for Jasper North.”

Adam’s face brightened. “Definitely. I’d love to have you on board. The owner of your club couldn’t stop raving about how much you did working two nights a week, and how much he wished he had you more. Jasper North won’t open until February, though, so I can’t pay you a full-time salary before then. I would be able to pay you for three or four hours a week to help me plan the bar setup.”

That sounded cool. Being able to give input on how the club would function to make sure the bar ran efficiently? Of course, it meant Raf would have to find other work now – two days at the pub would be a good start, but he needed something on the weekends.

“Sounds awesome,” Raf said. “How far along are you on the plans?”

“We’ve found the building and gotten the loan approved,” said Adam. “Right now we’re getting our ideas ready so we can meet with architects and get quotes on the renovation.”

“We?” 

Adam smiled. “My sister and I are co-owners.”

“Nice. When will I meet her?” Raf asked. He wondered if the hiring would be official until she signed off.

“You’ll see her on video chats. She’s staying in Detroit until we’re about to open. She didn’t feel we both needed to be here, and it made sense to keep things at Jasper running smoothly until we absolutely have to hire a new manager. Plus, to reduce expenses we’d have to live together, and she said she had enough of that growing up.”

Raf laughed. “I must admit, the idea of living with my sister again is not appealing.”

“You have a sister? Is she in the States or still in Brazil?”

The feeling that he abandoned his family gripped Rafael, as it always did.

“My parents and sister are in Brazil. They used to love it, but things are changing politically. They don’t feel safe anymore, especially with the police killing the people they’re sworn to protect. I always wanted my family to come here, but they didn’t feel the need. Now they do, and immigration to the States has become trickier. I need to find them jobs that will get them work permits. I thought that might be easier in a small town.”

“In this small town? Definitely. It’s a strong community and everyone wants to help each other out. I just moved here, and I’ve been welcomed into the fold like the prodigal son. You will, too.” Adam glanced to where Mikey and Cara had started kissing.

The pair must have sensed the silence, because they broke their kiss and turned toward Adam and Rafael.

“Did we miss something?” Cara asked.

Adam grinned. “I told Rafael how welcoming everyone in Sleepy Sands is.”

“We try,” Mikey said. “Rafael, come by Old Sands Inn on Saturday or Sunday before seven, and I’ll make you a ‘welcome to Sleepy Sands meal’ on the house.”

“You’re a chef?” Raf asked.

“I am,” said Mikey.

“I can afford to pay for dinner, but I definitely want to taste your cooking,” Raf said.

Mikey grinned. “You’re between jobs and need to buy a car. Take the free dinner.”

Raf smiled. “Thank you. Is this what the small town community feeling is all about?”

“Absolutely,” Adam said. “My parents loved the supportiveness of Sleepy Sands. They wanted to retire up here.”

“Wanted, past tense?” Rafael asked.

Adam looked sad. “They died six months ago. That’s why I decided to open a new club in Sleepy Sands. I thought if they couldn’t live here, then I wanted to.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Rafael said. “That sounds like a good way to honor them.”

“Perhaps. They always said if I wanted to make them proud I should marry a woman I was crazy in love with. They were absolutely devoted to each other. What about you? Are your parents together? Still in love?”

Raf shrugged. “Still together, and they seem to be in love. They didn’t have a lot of choices since they were raised in a smaller town than this. But they liked each other, and over the years that developed into a stronger love. I think losing children made them rely on each other.”

“Children plural?” Cara asked sympathetically.

“Miscarriages.” And his little brother, but he didn’t want to get into that. Tragedy and taprooms didn’t mix. “I’m going to grab another beer. Does anyone want one?”

“I’ll take a Dune Brew,” said Mikey. “Tell Tash to put it on our tab.”

Cara shook her head. “I need another hour to metabolize.”

“Can you carry three at once?” Adam asked.

Rafael grinned crookedly. “I’m a bartender. What do you think?”

Adam grinned back. “Dune Brew. On my tab. Actually, put yours on my tab, too. Consider it a perk of employment.”

Raf had the feeling he would really love working with Adam. The guy was just so thoroughly nice. Everyone he’d met in Sleepy Sands took niceness to a new level. It almost came across as creepy. The small town he grew up in had lots of unhappy people, and they tried to ruin the kids’ fun. People in Sleepy Sands seemed to have entered a town-wide pact to make everyone’s life perfect. Compared to life in the fashion industry, he’d walked into paradise.

Rafael walked up to Tasha and ordered.

“I’ll help you take the third one over. Nigel thinks I need to sit down and rest.”

“Are you sick?” he asked. If so, she’d need a few days before dealing with him moving in.

Tasha’s lips quirked. “Just womanly troubles.”

He couldn’t help laughing. “No cure for that, sadly.”

“No, but it does mean my boss lets me take another break, so I’m not complaining.”

Good. He really wanted to talk to her more. She fascinated him, and of course he’d like to get to know the person he’d be living with. When they got settled at Cara, Mikey, and Adam’s table, Tasha turned to him.

“How late are you staying tonight?” she asked.

Raf shrugged. “How late are you open?”

“Eleven,” said Tasha.

He nodded. “That sounds good.”

“Why don’t you just come home with me so you don’t have to worry about paying for a hotel?” she asked.

That would certainly be nice. “Do you need to stay after eleven to close up?”

She made a wry face. “Nigel probably doesn’t want me to strain myself.”

“Coming home with you would be convenient, so thank you for offering,” Raf said. “I’d love to be able to get my things moved in tomorrow. Do you work Fridays?”

“I do. But there’s a spare key at the house, so you’ll be able to go out and come back. We don’t have a moving company in town, but I’ll leave you a number for the temp agency, and they can get you someone to help for the day.”

“No need. I’ll come over,” Adam said.

Mikey nodded. “Yeah, I’m off. With three of us it’ll get done fast. But we’re drinking all the beer in your fridge, Tash.”

She grinned. “I can always get more. Perks of working at a brewery.”

“If you two are sure, I’ll buy you dinner and drinks after,” Rafael said to the men. They nodded.

“You cool with me not being able to do dinner tomorrow, sweets?” Mikey asked Cara.

“Yeah. I’ll grab takeout, and Tasha and I can go to Heather’s earlier.”

“Where are we getting takeout from?” Tasha asked eagerly.

Rafael grinned. Tasha had so much enthusiasm that it spread to those around her. Hell, with a face that gorgeous, she already spread joy. Her medium brown, gently waving hair framed a cutely heart-shaped face with pretty hazel eyes and thin but well-formed lips. Her innocence and sweetness made her seem like the girl next door, but no girl Raf ever lived near looked that beautiful.

“Le Sable,” Cara said. “We’re treating ourselves because you have a new roommate to split the bills with.”

“Hmm, maybe I want to do dinner with the girls,” Mikey teased. He looked at Adam. “I cannot believe you aren’t going there until you open the businesses.”

Adam spread his hands. “I know. But I promised my brother and sister my first time would be with them. So I wait.”

“What is Le Sable?” Rafael asked.

“The posh French restaurant that does très gourmet food, but has more affordable takeaway options,” said Cara. 

“And  they’re amazing,” Mikey said. “Adam, you’re a better brother than I am.”

Rafael had to admit Adam was a better brother than him, too. As much as he’d do anything to get Gabriela and his parents to Sleepy Sands, he wouldn’t forego pleasures until they arrived. Life should be lived whole-heartedly, no holding back.

Tasha chatted with the group for twenty minutes, and Raf found he’d started down the path of crushing on her. She had a smirky little half-smile that looked so sexy he wanted to kiss it off. Yet she also had a comforting grin which warmed him to the core. Obviously she cared deeply for her friends, even Adam, who she’d only met the month before. She seemed to have no qualms about opening her house and life up to Rafael. In no version of his immediate future could he try to start a new relationship, so meeting Tasha had come at absolutely the wrong time. Still, he could be friends with her, and maybe some day when he’d recovered from things with Genevieve, he’d be ready to give things with Tasha a shot.

After she went back to work Raf felt disappointed until Adam started talking about the plans for Jasper North. When Nigel rang a bell at 10:30 for last call and closing out accounts, Raf couldn’t believe how fast time had flown by. 

Once Tasha finished up, he followed her into the parking lot, got into the moving truck, and pulled up behind Tasha’s SUV. Driving out of the lot, she left the main road and headed down a winding street with more trees than houses. She turned right onto a street that seemed more house-heavy before pulling into a wide driveway. Her house looked like a typical subdivision house, but the front had exquisite landscaping. There seemed to be room in the driveway for the moving van, so he pulled in next to her. When he got his overnight bag ready and followed her into the house, she showed him around.

“I’ll be up early, but feel free to sleep in,” she said. “For breakfast you can have whatever’s in the kitchen, or head to Old Sands Inn for some deliciousness.”

“Is there a coffee shop around?”

“Not yet. Jenny that you met is working to get one open, so hopefully next year.”

“Nice. She really has that entrepreneurial go-getter personality. Anyway, thanks for getting me settled, and thanks for letting me come over tonight. After two nights in motels, another one didn’t sound appealing.”

“No problem. I think we’re going to do very well together, Rafael Santos.”

“I think so, too, Tasha Yancey.”

Once he got into bed he stared at the ceiling and reflected on how fast his life had started moving. Two weeks ago he had a completely different future mapped out. Now he’d be finding new jobs, new friends, and would settle into this beautiful, spacious home with its beautiful, special owner. Tasha intrigued him exponentially more every minute he spent with her. She seemed pure, and he felt like being friends with her could make him whole again.

Honestly, discovering Genevieve cheated on him had been a wake up call. He’d thought he loved her, but spending three days driving with nothing to do but analyze his previous relationship had made him realize he and Genevieve hadn’t had a particularly strong or ideal relationship. He now believed breaking up with her had been for the best. Hopefully over the next few months he’d heal and be able to start a healthier relationship.

Life being life, of course he’d meet someone who interested him right now when he didn’t feel ready. And naturally that someone would be his roommate, making potential dating or fooling around fraught with difficulty. Closing his eyes, he sighed. No need to be bitter. He didn’t want to think too far into the future, anyway. For now he wanted to focus on becoming friends with Tasha and settling into Sleepy Sands. He felt truly glad he’d moved to this little town where he could feel a spirit of warmth and healing from everyone he met. Whatever happened next, he would be ready for it. 

At least, he hoped he would.
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Chapter 3: Tasha
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Tasha could hear the shower turn on as she changed into clothes Friday. Apparently Rafael woke up early. The thought of him naked and rubbing his body almost overwhelmed her brain. Who wanted to get horny before going to work? She carried on with her morning routine, then entered the hallway to go down to the kitchen. The main bathroom door opened, and out stepped Rafael with her apparently skimpy guest towel wrapped around his waist.

All. That. Hot. Man. Holy shit. The guy had a body that went on for days. Not overdone with the arms, but fully sculpted musculature. His abs looked like they could be used if her washing machine ever broke, and he had that V cut at his hips that Tasha always felt stood for ‘virile.’ Her jaw may or may not have been down on the floor after perusing his body.

“Morning,” he said cheerfully, if a tad smugly. “You off to work?”

“Breakfast and coffee first.”

“Let me throw on some clothes, and I’ll join you.”

“I’ll make enough for two cups then.”

Tasha had the coffeemaker going and her breakfast assembled when Rafael walked into the kitchen. He gave off a relaxed vibe, as though mornings were no big deal, and he couldn’t wait for the day to begin. Tasha didn’t mind mornings, but she still felt a little out of it until she’d had her coffee.

“You seem like you don’t even need caffeine to get going,” she noted.

“I can go without it if need be. But I like to get that extra boost. What’s on your agenda today?”

“Brewing a new batch of pale. Checking on the batches being conditioned. Tasting Nigel’s experiments to see what our next seasonal will be.”

“He’s the brewmaster as well as the owner?” 

“He’s Head Brewmaster, and he oversees the mash and boil. Rich has the title of Brewmaster, and he’s the fermentation guru. I help with everything, so if one of them is gone, I’ll spearhead their process.”

“Have you created styles before?”

“I made one that we used as a seasonal. Rich also made a seasonal. Rich and I’s other experiments haven’t proven as popular as Nigel’s. Nigel has a gift. He has a setup at home, so he’s always tinkering. My home system is for making wines rather than beers. I’m also working on mead and cider recipes.”

“Can you sell those at the brewery?”

“Nigel got approved for a small winery license and invested in equipment so we can make both. We have a number of people who hang out in the taproom with friends but don’t like beer. They said mead and cider would be great alternatives. Even though we have nearby wineries that make both, we feel like there’s enough space in the market for us to branch out.”

“Nice. I tried mead once at a Renaissance faire, and I loved it. I’m also a big fan of hard cider. You make them here?”

“I do, and I make flower and fruit wines. Nigel and I have talked for a few years about some day being able to hire someone for the sole purpose of preparing flowers and fruits to make small batches of wine from. But that can only happen when we expand our beer sales.”

“Do you have room in the brewery?”

“Definitely. The building was made in the fifties to be a factory and warehouse that manufactured farming equipment.”

“That whole complex is yours?”

“Yup.”

“I guess that makes sense. The taproom is enormous.”

“It is, but we’re pretty close to capacity every week. We’re going to have to open another night eventually. Unfortunately, that would require hiring people as servers, so it would make more sense to be open four or five days a week. There’s not enough business for that yet. We think when the college opens there will be, but that’s a ways off.”

“College?” Raf looked confused.

“The University of Northwest Michigan is opening in three years. They just bought the land here in Sleepy Sands and will start construction next year.  It’ll be a fairly large school, so it’ll mean a big boost to the local economy and population. For us, that means more taproom business.”

“And it’ll help Adam’s club stay in business, too.”

Tasha nodded. “Definitely. Their plan is to be open in three years. Right now the next big step for the brewery is hiring a sales director, and Nigel thinks he can afford someone a year from now.”

“Increasing sales will mean hiring more workers. So you might get your flower person after all.”

“Eventually. Crap, I need to dash. Have a good first day in Sleepy Sands!”

“Thanks. Have a good every day in Sleepy Sands.”

Tasha grinned.

Work flew by, and Tasha had just walked out the door toward her car when Cara called about the menu choices for takeout. Tasha picked French onion soup with hearty potatoes, a wild greens salad with strawberry, pecans, and goat cheese, and a side order of ratatouille. Almond cake with lemon icing sounded like the perfect way to finish the meal, so she asked for that, too. Le Sable’s dessert sizes were perfect – enough to get the taste of the food without packing on a ton of calories.

Tasha arrived at Heather’s apartment before the food, so she mixed up three margaritas. Once Cara arrived, the trio dug in to both food and drink, chatting about their day and their upcoming plans. As they finished clearing the food away, Cara asked Heather to bring out her laptop.

“Are we shopping?” Tasha asked.

Cara grinned wickedly. “Kind of. We’re looking for Rafael’s modeling pictures.”

A few minutes later all three stared at the screen with possible drool involved. Tasha couldn’t speak for the other ladies because she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Rafael wearing maroon boxer briefs while taking off a charcoal grey button down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Dress shirt plus underwear equaled all of the fantasies.

“He should model only underwear. Do you think they stuffed it?” Cara asked, awed.

“I distinctly noticed a bulge last night,” Tasha said.

Heather laughed. “So you were looking down there?”

“I’m only human.”

“You need to get that in you,” said Cara. “That’s a show-er, and if it’s also a grow-er, you may not be able to walk for a week.”

“He may be bigger than Adam, and Adam has more filling than apple pie,” Heather said.

“Mikey’s big, too,” Cara said defensively. “But this is almost too grotesquely big for a fashion spread. Are you selling underwear, or are you selling sausage?”

“Let’s see some other pics,” Tasha said. “If I stare at his crotch any longer, I’m liable to jump on it when I get home tonight.”

“Girl, ride it,” said Cara.

Heather nodded. “A guy like that is too hot to stay single, and if you don’t want to hear other girls screaming at night, you need to be the one he’s with.”

“First off, he’s my roommate. If we hook up and things turn awkward that would be awful. Secondly, he’s healing after a bad breakup. He’s not ready for anything new.”

“Oh,” Heather said. “So is he here to stay, or is he just here to recover for a few months?”

“His close friend thinks a few months only,” Tasha said. “Which means there’s no future with me. I might get a goodbye screw before he goes back to the New York glam life, but he might not even be interested in that. I feel like he would get bored with me quickly. He’s used to world famous models with iconic faces and size zero bodies.”

Cara snorted. “Yeah, I mean, being a size six means you’re completely unattractive to him. So huge.”

Tasha glared at Cara. “I know I’m not huge. I’m just saying, if his last girlfriend was a model, he may not be used to things like thighs.”

“Was his last girlfriend a model?” Heather asked.

“I don’t know, actually. She works in the fashion industry.” Tasha shrugged.

“That doesn’t mean model,” Heather pointed out. “You should ask.”

“I don’t think it matters,” Cara said. “When you sat down at the table last night, he acted like he couldn’t get enough of you. He’s interested in both those thighs and what’s between them.”

Could that be true? She hadn’t noticed any interest from him.

“Was my, uh, interest just as obvious?” Tasha asked.

Cara snorted. “You mean, could we tell you wanted to push him down on the table and sit on his face? Yeah, it was a little bit noticeable.”

Heather laughed. “Cara, stop. I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

“Fine, it wasn’t,” Cara said. “I don’t think he noticed. Just like you weren’t reading his signals.”

That reassured her. She didn’t want poor Rafael to think she only cared about sexing him up. Mostly she wanted to be his friend.

“I don’t know if he would really be interested in me in the long run,” Tasha said. “The first time you see someone attractive you’ll always eye fuck them. That doesn’t mean you’re looking for an actual relationship.”

Cara lifted an eyebrow. “Uh, usually when I see someone attractive I become even more attracted to them as time goes on. I spend a lot of time seeing Mikey naked, and yet there are still times I just have to sit back and take a break from all the hot.”

Heather made a face. “I really don’t want to think about my brother naked, thank you.”

“You should be glad your brother started dating one of your best friends,” Cara said. “Imagine if he started bringing home your least favorite person to family dinners.”

“True. So I should be thanking you for finding my brother attractive?” Heather teased.

Totally. I did you a solid,” said Cara. “And Tasha could have found Tommy attractive to cover that base, but nooooooo. She let you down.”

Tasha laughed. “I think Tommy is attractive, but he’s not my type.”
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