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About the Book

 

Nico Andretti knows one thing is true: Love is for fools.

Being a tour bus guide in Times Square isn’t his dream job and he yearns for more than living in his mother’s basement apartment, but life is tough in the big city.

At least the men on the bus are eye-candy galore, and they’re one and done. Why bother with seconds when you’ll only get hurt? And Nico knows hurt—he’s got a father he’s never met and an ex who broke his heart and shattered his self-esteem.

Then Dr. Ford St. Claire takes his tour, and Nico enjoys his own personal sightseeing of the gorgeous older man. In a twist of fate they meet again that evening and share drinks, confidences, and a night of flirting. Now Ford is gone for good. Home to Florida.

Until he shows up the next month.

And the next…

It’s just a fling.

Right?

But the more time they spend together, the more Nico realizes being broke doesn't matter. Nor does the distance between them. What matters is how Ford makes him feel—loved, appreciated, and respected. And Nico is determined to give Ford the one thing his cheating ex couldn't—a loving family.

When secrets and scandals threaten them both, their love is put to the test. Maybe they’ll crash and burn…but Nico doesn’t think so.

All that matters is finding their forever. And doing it together.
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Chapter One

“Good morning, folks, step inside and find a seat; then we’ll be on our way.”

Nico Andretti put on the hearty Welcome-to-New-York bullshit voice he’d perfected after years as a sightseeing guide for the iconic double-decker tour buses that tourists flocked to in Times Square. While he wasn’t using his college degree in business, one day he’d go for that master’s. Life had a way of sidetracking him, but he had his eye on the prize.

The truth was, Nico enjoyed his job. He got to meet interesting people from all over the world while riding around the city, made some nice tips, and occasionally he got a hot guy’s number.

Not a bad gig.

He grinned, thinking of the last guy he’d met—a divorced father of twins, who’d promised his kids the ride of their lives to see the city before they went home the next day to England. Later that night, as the kids had slept in their room down the hall in the Marriott Marquis, Nico had given Daddy the ride of his life.

Yeah, life was pretty damn good at the moment.

The bus filled up quickly, and Nico was about to tell the driver to close the door and take off when he spotted a harried man pushing through the crowd, waving his hand.

“Wait, please.”

The tour buses ran every half hour from the pickup spot in Times Square, and normally Nico would tell the driver to leave, but this guy seemed so desperate to make this particular bus, he waited.

“Hold up, Dave. We got one more coming.”

Windblown and breathing heavily, the man almost tripped over himself coming to a stop. Thick golden-brown hair fell over eyes the rich amber color of Nico’s favorite whisky. The man adjusted the leather computer case hanging from his shoulder, and Nico took note of the discreet but stupid-expensive designer logo. His brows rose. They didn’t usually get people on a sightseeing bus who’d drop thousands on accessories, but hey, he was all for it.

“Thank you so much.”

“You know we run these all day long.”

Perfect white teeth flashed in the man’s handsome face. “Yeah, but I have a meeting at two, and I leave tomorrow morning. I’ve never been to the city, and I wanted to make sure I got the earliest bus possible to see it all. So thanks again.”

“No problem. There are seats in the back or on top if you’d like.”

“Great. Appreciate it.” The man dipped his head and handed him a ticket, and Nico couldn’t help but notice the thin gold band on his finger. Of course he was married. All the beautiful men were. Mentally, he slapped himself. Married to a woman, most likely, with a perfect life at home—house, kids, golden retriever.

That didn’t stop Nico from giving him the eye as he made his way to the rear of the bus. And speaking of rears…damn. That was one beautiful ass. He blinked.

Mind out of the gutter, you perv.

With a flourish, Nico picked up his microphone. “All right, everyone, take your seats, and let’s start. Welcome to New York. As the song goes, it’s been waiting for you.” People chuckled. “We’re here in Times Square, known as the Crossroads of the World. But did you know that in the early 1800s it was called Long Acre after London’s carriage district? William Vanderbilt had his horse exchange located here, when obviously there were no skyscrapers and cars, just wide-open spaces with some tenement-style buildings. The name was changed to Times Square in 1904, when the New York Times moved its offices here.”

People murmured in surprise. Nico liked to give this introduction as a way for people to get a sense of what the city, now crowded with people and cars, must’ve looked like over one hundred and fifty years earlier. It kept their minds off the snarl of traffic they were inevitably stuck in. Nico took the time to grab a sip of water as people craned their necks, oohing and aahing as they traveled down Broadway. When the bus finally broke free, Nico continued.

“Now we’re passing the Empire State Building, no longer the city’s tallest spire, but still a world-famous structure. Many native New Yorkers will tell you they’ve never been to the top.”

“I’ve seen it in so many movies.” A woman who sat with her daughter sighed. “So romantic.”

They made stops along the way, passing the Flatiron Building and the designer shops in SoHo. People got off and on, most of the time barely noticing him. Occasionally someone tipped him, which was nice. He only made about twenty dollars an hour as a tour guide, and in a city like New York, that didn’t go far, but it gave him the freedom to make his own schedule, allowing him to keep working at the family restaurant. By the end of the night, his feet might hurt, but there was never a doubt that he’d help out. They all did—family helped family. He also saved every penny by living at home, in the basement apartment of his mother’s house, so he could eventually pursue his dreams.

Amid all the comings and goings, Nico noticed Mr. Gorgeous Ass staying put and staring out the window, taking pictures as they drove by Chelsea Piers and Hudson Yards. He grinned, enjoying the sight of a first-time visitor to the city. Surprisingly, the man had stayed on even when they passed through SoHo—considering the labels he wore, Nico would’ve sworn he’d want to get off and hit up the stores.

Most of the people exited the bus at the stop for the Statue of Liberty and picture-taking. Mr. Gorgeous Ass passed by him and hesitated. “Am I allowed to stay on for the ride back to Times Square?”

“Of course. You won’t be late for your meeting later.”

“Thanks. I just want to grab some pictures.”

“We won’t leave without you, I promise.”

His face brightened, and laugh lines fanned out from those smoky, golden eyes. Nico put his age around forty, a good twelve years older than him, but his body was in peak physical condition. A thin black sweater stretched across a broad chest, and well-cut gray slacks hugged his powerful thighs. When he exited, Nico forced himself not to gawk at that fabulous ass.

Dave took a pull from his bottle of Diet Coke. “Gonna run out and take a quick leak.”

“Go ahead.” Nico sat in a vacant seat in the front row. “They’ll be a few minutes, and I’ll collect the tickets from any newbies coming on.”

With a salute, Dave hustled to the diner on the corner, where he always stopped to pick up a muffin and a coffee. Nico scrolled through his phone, checking social media. His cousin, Joey, had posted pictures of his trip to Florida with his longtime girlfriend, Teresa. It pissed Nico off that Joey had scheduled his vacation without asking him, but as he was the one without a significant other, he let it slide.

Footsteps and loud voices heralded the return of the passengers, so he stuck the phone into his pocket and pasted a smile on his face. Company policy was clear—no phones were to be used during the trips—but Nico figured since they’d stopped and he was alone, no harm, no foul.

He collected the tickets from the new passengers and noted that his gorgeous out-of-towner hadn’t yet returned. Dave was at the corner, and Nico knew they couldn’t sit and wait for someone to daydream at the famous sights, no matter how good-looking they were. Spying the man’s golden-brown hair above the fray, he called out, “Bus is leaving.”

Mr. Gorgeous Ass snapped to attention and hurried to the curb. “Sorry. I got lost in my head.”

“Not a bad place to be.”

The man shot him an unreadable look and found his seat, where, Nico noticed with surprise, he’d left his computer bag.

Oh, buddy, you are such an easy mark.

Feeling like he had to say something to clue them in, Nico first gave his new passengers the spiel with the route information uptown, then said, “I want to give everyone a friendly word of advice. New Yorkers have a reputation as being tough and unfriendly, but that’s usually because we’re busy rushing somewhere. Truth is, we’ll always help you out in your hour of need. But you gotta be smart. Watch your personal belongings. Don’t go leavin’ your stuff on the seat if you get off the bus, or puttin’ it next to you on the subway if you take the train. Ladies, don’t hang your bag behind you on your chair. You don’t wanna ruin your vacation ’cause some sticky-fingered bozo made you as an easy mark.” He grinned. “That public service announcement is brought to you by your friendly neighborhood travel guide, Nico. Now, let’s talk about Chinatown.”

As he gave a brief overview of immigration and the historic Five Points area, Nico noticed his bus crush glance at the computer case by his side. A red flush rose over his cheeks. Nico had tried to be subtle and not make the tourist feel bad, wanting to warn people to be savvy and smart in the nicest way possible. Hopefully the guy understood Nico meant well.

The downtown loop normally took approximately ninety minutes start to finish, but there was a protest and a broken-down truck, so it was closer to two full hours before they returned to the final stop in front of the M&M’s store. People filed out of the bus, thanking him, some pressing tips into his hand and tipping Dave the driver as well.

“Thank you. Thanks, everyone. Enjoy your day, don’t play three-card monte on the street—because you’ll never win—and if you want some great, homemade Italian food in Brooklyn, stop by my family’s place—La Dolce Vita—in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn.”

Last off the bus was the gorgeous tourist, who handed him a twenty-dollar bill. Nico’s eyes widened—in all the years he’d been doing this job, he’d rarely seen more than a five.

“Oh, uh, thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“No, thank you, Nico. I enjoyed your stories about the city. You made the trip much more enjoyable with your extensive knowledge.”

“I’m glad you found it helpful. Now you can eat lunch and make your meeting. Have a safe trip home.”

“Thanks. I will. Next time I’ll try to stay longer. I definitely need more than two days here.”

Nico would’ve loved to keep talking, but a line was growing for the next group. “You do. Hope to see you again on your next trip.”

A sigh of regret escaped Nico as he watched the man stride away and get lost in the crowd. He faced the group of people waiting curbside.

“Give me a few minutes to clean the bus, and you can come right on.” Carrying a ten-gallon trash bag, he walked through the center aisle, peering at each seat, picking up discarded cups, fast-food wrappers, and newspapers people had left behind. At the rear of the bus, he spotted a leather wallet on the floor.

“Shit,” he muttered, picking it up. When he opened it, the face of his gorgeous stranger stared up at him from the driver’s license. “Ford St. Claire, Fort Lauderdale, Florida.” Why did that name seem like a perfect fit?

“Nico, you done?” Dave called out.

He shoved the wallet into the back pocket of his pants. He had another five hours until his shift ended, so he couldn’t do anything about it at the moment. “Yeah, Dave, coming right away.”

He finished clearing the trash, disposed of it, then began taking the tickets and introducing himself to the crowd.

On his next break, he pulled out the wallet, and though he felt a little creepy doing it, searched through it to see if he could tell where St. Claire was staying. Some of the receipts in the billfold pointed to the bar inside the Knickerbocker Hotel and the Charlie Palmer at the Knick restaurant. St. Claire had ordered a gem lettuce salad, the New York Strip, and a martini.

“Not surprised. Classy place for a classy guy.” Not that Nico had ever been. It was way out of his league. For now. But one day…because Nico had plans. Big plans and faith. One day he’d be able to walk in there and order anything he wanted off the menu.

By five thirty he’d finished, counted his tips—ninety dollars—and pocketed the cash. “See you in a few, Dave,” he said over his shoulder as he descended the bus steps.

“Yep. Good crowd today.”

Nico nodded and set off to file his timesheets then continued on toward the Knickerbocker Hotel.

The clerk greeted him with a pleasant expression. “May I help you?”

“Yes. I’m here to see Ford St. Claire.”

The clerk typed something into his computer. “I’ll ring his room.” The phone rang and rang with no answer. “I’m sorry, but there’s no answer.”

An unexpected complication. Nico had figured St. Claire would have returned to the hotel by now. “I can wait.” He took a seat, attention focused on the door. At five forty-five, St. Claire walked in, and striding quickly, made his way to the elevators. Nico jumped up.

“Mr. St. Claire. Wait.”

His steps slowed and he turned around, puzzlement written on his handsome face. Their eyes met, and Nico guessed the moment St. Claire recognized him, because his brows shot up.

“Hello. You’re from the bus, correct?”

“Yes.” Nico smiled. “I imagine you were frantic when you discovered your wallet missing? I’m here to return it.” He extended his hand, and with a face filled with pure relief, St. Claire took the billfold.

“Oh my God, thank you so much. I called your company, but they said no one had turned anything in. I thought it was lost forever and I’d be stuck.”

“Not a problem. Glad I could help.” Nico turned to go.

“Wait. Please let me give you something for your trouble.”

Normally, Nico wouldn’t have minded taking a tip from a customer, especially one he’d gone out of his way for, but something stopped him.

“No, it’s fine. Enjoy your night and have a safe trip home tomorrow.”

As he walked out, his phone buzzed.

“Hey, Ma.”

“Hey, yourself. How was work?”

“Good. Anything wrong?” Nico had the night off and was looking forward to hanging out in the city with his buddies.

“Nah. Just wanted to tell you that me and Aunt Justine are going to the movies, so I might not be home later.”

“That’s nice. You girls have fun. I’m calling up Anthony and Jack to see if they wanna hang out.”

“Good. Maybe you’ll meet someone nice and settle down. Like Anthony.”

Nico gazed up at the sky as if the clouds could help him. “Ma. I’m not looking for a boyfriend.”

“Why not?”

“I dunno. I’m just not.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Nico had learned that the easiest way to deal with his mother’s nagging about his personal life was to cut her off before she got rolling. “Well, it’s all I got. Now give Aunt Justine a kiss for me, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Bye.”

“But—”

He ended the call mid-squawk and texted his buddies in their group chat.

Anyone up for pizza at John’s, then Stonewall?

Anthony was the first to answer.

Sounds good. I’ll see if Sergio can join us.

Nico rolled his eyes. Sergio was Anthony’s newest boyfriend, and though Nico had zero desire to spend the night watching them make out in front of his face, he didn’t want to go home and watch television. He checked the time.

Great. See you around 7 at John’s. Pepperoni and mushroom?

Jack chimed in: No can do. Got me a date with a hot mechanic.

Jack worked as a contractor and filled in at his parents’ plumbing supply store in the neighborhood. Nico snickered to himself.

Have fun plugging his leak.

Jack sent him a middle-finger emoji.

Nico checked the time. Six o’clock. He made his way to 42nd Street and hopped on the subway. As always on a warm summer day, the Village was crowded, and Nico slid down his shades, giving himself a chance to surreptitiously admire the butts and broad shoulders. He sniffed the air when a few gym bros passed by, getting faintly turned-on by the scent of their sweat and musk. Man, he was horny.

There was a small crowd at John’s, but he ordered their pizzas and waters and found a table. He spied Anthony walking in, hand in hand with Sergio, and waved.

“Yo. Over here.”

They slid into the booth opposite him, and their pizza and drinks arrived a minute later.

“Oh God, I’m starving. We had fourteen cases.” Anthony groaned. “I swear I’ve never seen so many assholes in one day. Literally.” Anthony was a lab tech at a gastroenterology center in the city, and he was responsible for prepping the patients coming in for colonoscopies and other procedures.

Sergio grabbed a slice and sank his teeth into it. “Mmm. So good. We’re running our end-of-season sale, and it’s the same. How many pairs of leggings and sports bras do these people need? And in black, too? Girl, just buy Gap, I swear.” He stuffed more pizza into his mouth. Anthony gazed at him, eyes soft with indulgence.

“You’re obviously doing something right, baby, because the customers love you. Sergio made top sales associate for the second month in a row.” He kissed Sergio’s cheek and nuzzled his neck.

“You’re so supportive, baby.” Sergio snuggled into Anthony’s chest.

Sergio worked at lululemon and was wearing their latest, head to toe. He and Anthony had met when Sergio sold him a new outfit for the gym. They’d been dating for about three months, and at twenty-one, Sergio was the youngest man Anthony had ever dated.

Finished with chewing, he and Anthony began to kiss. Exactly what Nico had feared. He downed his water.

“Are we finished? Can we get over to Stonewall now? I really need a drink. Unless you two would rather get a room?”

Sergio disengaged his lips from Anthony’s, sporting a cat-that-drank-the-cream smile.

“Sorry,” Anthony muttered, looking anything but. “Yeah, sure. First round’s on me.”

“Baby, you’re so generous.” Sergio swooped in and pecked him on his lips. “I can’t wait to get you home and thank you properly.”

“Marone a mia. For fuck’s sake,” Nico cursed.

The walk to Stonewall took them about fifteen minutes, and it was already crowded when they arrived. Anthony brought him his whisky, and Nico leaned against a post, people-watching while Anthony and Sergio picked up their drinks at the bar. Anthony’s hand wandered to Sergio’s ass and squeezed it. Sergio shifted closer, and they kissed. Anthony had confided to Nico that he’d never had a lover like Sergio and couldn’t keep his hands off him whenever they were together, a fact he was proving each time Nico met them.

Sergio rubbed up on Anthony while Anthony’s hand kept busy on his ass. A little annoyed, somewhat amused, and strangely turned-on, Nico forced his gaze from his friend and, holding his glass to his lips, he scanned the room checking out the scenery, and froze. His heart did a double beat.

There, at the door, stood Ford St. Claire.

 


Chapter Two

Ford stood for a moment, his eyes taking a few seconds to adjust to the dim interior of the bar. Dammit, he knew he should’ve had something to eat besides the salad he’d chewed without tasting, but he had to make sure he got to the Stonewall Inn. It was the landmark he’d most wanted to see on his short visit, but when his wallet turned up missing, he’d been afraid that would never happen. He’d berated himself for being that stupid tourist who got pickpocketed.

When the tour guide, Nico, had shown up at his hotel with it, Ford could’ve kissed him. Truthfully, it was something he’d wished he’d had the nerve to do, lost wallet or not, because Nico was the most beautiful man he’d ever seen.

He blinked, staring into the crowded room. It was as gritty as he’d seen in pictures or imagined, with a pool table in the corner and long tables filled with a mixture of cool, exciting people and gawking tourists like him. He’d hoped to grab a seat and people-watch, but that looked out of the question, so he decided on one drink, and then he’d leave to get something to eat.

He blinked and rubbed his eyes. It couldn’t be…but it was. Ford didn’t know whether to turn and walk out, or to put one foot in front of the other and fulfill a fantasy. No time to think because here he came, a disbelieving expression on his handsome face.

“Mr. St. Claire?”

Nervous now, he wet his lips. “Hi, Nico. Fancy meeting you here.”

“Funny, that was going to be my line.” A quick glance to his hand, and Ford realized Nico had seen his ring. Dammit. Why the hell was he still wearing it?

Because Lenny had given it to him on their tenth anniversary, and after so many years, it had become part of him.

Self-conscious, he twisted the ring around and around. “I, uh, I’m not married. When we met in med school, it wasn’t legal, and after we moved in together, we talked about it occasionally but never followed through.” Something always came up—mainly Lenny’s dick inside someone else’s ass, he’d learned. “Plus, Florida made it hard as hell for gay people. About a year ago, Lenny decided he didn’t want to be with me anymore, but we still co-own our practice.” Not the actual story, but it was neither the time nor place to get into details.

“That must be awkward.”

“We come in on different days, so it’s not too bad.”

The taut lines of Nico’s face softened, and a smile curved those luscious lips. “All I gotta say is, it’s his loss. My gain.”

Ford’s dick twitched. For a year, his libido had lain dormant, frozen in a body made impotent by the death of his relationship. And now, it seemed, it was waking up. Not that he planned to act on it, because that wouldn’t be him.

Well, the old Ford. Maybe it was time to try something new and be himself rather than the person others wanted him to be.

“I was going to get a drink and sit, but…” He glanced around the crowded space. “It doesn’t look like there’s room.”

The hand on his elbow startled him. “How about we try one out of two? Let’s get you that drink.” Ford allowed Nico to lead him to the bar, squeezing past people talking and laughing. And kissing. He gawked at the two men swallowing each other’s tongues. “What do you want?” Nico asked.

“Extra-dry martini.” He spoke without taking his eyes off the couple going at it, hot and heavy.

“Don’t mind them. They can’t keep their hands off each other whenever they’re together.”

“Or their mouths.”

Nico cackled. “That’s a good one. Lemme get you that drink.”

Nico ordered for him and raised his glass of whisky. “Salute.”

“Cheers.” They locked gazes as they sipped.

“I never expected to see you again after I returned your wallet. Especially here.”

Heat rushed to Ford’s face. “I, uh, I—”

“Let me guess,” Nico murmured, shifting closer. “You’ve never been to a gay bar.”

“No, I have. I mean…” He gulped his drink. God, he was so out of his element.

“Is this your first time since your split?” Eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea glinted, and Ford spied the pink tip of his tongue. “Are you looking to meet someone for some fun on your last night here?”

Did Nico think he was coming on to him? Did he want to have sex with Nico? For a brief moment, the world tilted as Ford imagined what all that hot, naked skin might feel like, but he didn’t want the man to think he was a tease. He couldn’t change overnight. “I’m not here to do that. It would be foolish.”

“Foolish, how?” Nico’s dark brows drew together.

Face flaming, Ford glanced at the crowd and whispered, “I’m leaving tomorrow, and I’m not going to…be with someone I just met. That’s not me. But Stonewall is iconic. I wanted to see what it was like.”

“So, you weren’t married, but you were together for how long?”

“Twenty years.”

Whistling, Nico nodded. “Long time. And you never…?”

“I-I’d rather not talk about it,” Ford rushed in.

The lies, tears, and betrayal. None of that belonged here, in this space where smiles met smiles and laughter reigned. Ford wondered if he’d ever be happy again.

Drink finished, Ford looked for somewhere to place the empty glass, and finding none, he stood squeezing it, hoping it wouldn’t break in his hand.

“Let me get you another.”

Before he could say no and that one drink was his limit, especially on an empty stomach, Nico plucked the glass from his hand and left him to go to the bar. Ford used that time to ogle the younger man’s body without fear of getting caught. His admiring gaze swept over those broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, where slim-cut pants cupped a perfect ass. God. His breath grew short. What would it feel like to touch him? Nico spoke to someone next to him and laughed, his face so alive and bright, Ford couldn’t imagine such unfettered happiness.

Nico returned with his drink. “Here you go.”

Ford vowed not to drink it and simply hold it for show. He didn’t want to get drunk. He might do something foolish. Like act on his desire to kiss Nico.

“Thanks.”

“So you’re from Florida? You like it there?”

Ford shrugged. “It’s okay. I could do without the hurricanes and humidity, but my apartment faces the water, so it’s nice to sit outside on the terrace.”

After their breakup, Ford bought a high-rise apartment on the Intracoastal, and at night he’d sit and watch the boats sail past, wishing they could carry him away to a new life. One where people he’d once believed were his friends didn’t whisper as he passed by, nor gave him fake sympathetic smiles.

“Sounds nice,” Nico mused. “They have places like that in the city—overlooking the river, you know? They’re out of my reach right now. But one day…” He took a sip of his drink.

“One day? Is being a tour guide your full-time job?”

“For now. And I help out at my family’s restaurant in Bay Ridge. That’s in Brooklyn.” He grinned, and Ford couldn’t help smiling in return. There was something so joyful about Nico. “Maybe one day you’ll get to visit the city again, and you’ll come eat there. I’ll make sure you get good service.” He winked, and a hot flush rose through Ford. They’d only just met, but he enjoyed this teasing and back-and-forth. It reminded him that life existed even though he often felt dead inside.

“Maybe. There are always seminars and events going on. This was a quick trip for me to give a deposition—expert testimony in a legal case. Normally they would come to me, but I wanted to see New York City. When I volunteered to come over, they were happy not to have to make the trip.”

“Sounds complicated.” Nico’s brows rose. “Whaddya do for a living, anyway?”

“I’m a dermatologist.”

“One of those doctors who give Botox treatments?” Nico shuddered. “I can’t imagine sticking a needle in my face.”

“You don’t need any work. Your skin is still supple and firm.”

“Yeah?” Nico’s gaze turned heated. “I’m definitely firm.”

“Uh, yeah, okay.” Red-faced, Ford ducked his head. “Botox and fillers are a significant part of the practice, but we do much more than that. We treat skin diseases and do aesthetic treatments and cancer detection. My specialty is surgery to remove growths—malignant and benign. It’s more than getting rid of wrinkles.”

Impressed, Nico nodded. “I shoulda known, considering how good your skin looks.” Nico’s fingertips brushed his cheek, and Ford froze. “Soft and smooth,” he murmured.

“I, uh, moisturize and always use SPF.” His throat closed, and forgetting his earlier promise, Ford gulped half his drink. “Occasionally use laser treatments and light therapy. And of course, stay out of the sun.”

“I love the sun. When I have the time, I lie out in my backyard where it’s nice and private.” A wicked grin kicked up his lips, and his eyes sparkled like sunbeams on the surface of the water. “No bathing suit means no tan lines.”

“Oh, uh, you should still use sunscreen. Even if you don’t burn, you can still damage your skin. People your age are coming in with problems because they don’t take care of themselves properly.”

Here he was, with the most gorgeous man he’d ever seen, and what was he doing? Talking about wrinkles and skin disease.

Smooth, Ford.

He drank the rest of his martini.

“You okay? You seem kinda nervous.” Nico cocked his head.

“N-nervous? N-no. I’m okay. Just taking in all the sights.” His smile was weak at best.

“Mmhmm. Me too. And I like what I see.”

Flustered and forgetting his glass was empty, Ford put it to his lips.

“Thirsty? Have some of mine.” Nico handed him his whisky.

“I-I shouldn’t.”

“Go on. We all do things we shouldn’t, but that’s the fun of being alive.”

The thought of putting his mouth where Nico’s had been sent a shocking thrill through him, and before he knew it, he’d swallowed the harsh liquor.

“Oh God, that’s awful,” he gasped. It went down like fire but settled warm and comforting in his belly.

“It just takes a while to get used to. Have another,” Nico urged. “The first time’s always the hardest.” Nico offered his glass again.

“Maybe just one more,” he mumbled and took another drink. “You’re right. It didn’t taste half as bad.” He licked his lips.

“It’s like sex. The more you have, the better it gets.” Nico winked.

Ford wasn’t so sure. Lenny had loved sex, and when they first got together, they were young and they’d had sex as often as they could. But for him, the stress of residency and then setting up the practice had put his sex drive second. They’d gone from sex every morning and evening to twice a week. Lenny had complained at first, and they’d talked about it. Ford, constantly worrying about failure and not doing the right thing, had argued that their responsibility to the practice took precedence and there was nothing wrong with cutting back on the sex. Lenny had agreed without complaint.

Ford should’ve known Lenny had given in too quickly.

The buzz in the room had risen to a dull roar, and his head pounded. Hazy from a healthy dose of lust and alcohol, Ford swayed, and Nico caught him. “Whoa. You okay?”

“I think I need to leave. I have to get up at five to get to the airport.”

“Okay, let’s get you back to your hotel.”

“I can do it. I’m at the Kickerblocker…I mean, Lickerboner.” Dammit. He knew what to say but couldn’t get his mouth to form the words.

Shaking with laughter, Nico slid an arm around his waist. “I know where you are. I’ll make sure you get there.”

He leaned on Nico as they walked out into the street. Nico took out his phone, and Ford was pushed into the back seat of the waiting car. To his surprise, Nico sat beside him.

“You’re coming too?”

“I have to make sure you get home okay.”

Ford clasped his hands tight and concentrated on not getting sick as the stop-and-go traffic played havoc with his head. A few times his stomach lurched, and he feared he’d embarrass himself, but Nico must’ve read his mind and opened the window, letting the cool night air in.

“Thank you. I can’t believe I did this. It’s not me.”

Nico didn’t seem concerned. “Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

They reached the hotel, and again, Nico took control, supporting his waist as they entered the lobby. Ford’s tongue was thick and his head still spun, while his stomach did slow somersaults. “I’d better get upstairs ’cause I might make a fool of myself in the lobby.” He swallowed.

“What’s your room number?”

“1602.”

Nico led him to the elevators, and he thought for moment he was in trouble when the elevator took off, but he managed to keep it together until they reached his room. Nico put a hand inside his back pocket.

“I’m not grabbing a feel, just getting your wallet out for the hotel key.”

“S’okay.” They were of similar height, and his head lolled onto Nico’s shoulder.

“Come.” Nico tugged on his arm, and he sprawled onto the bed while Nico kneeled in front of him and took off his shoes. “Go to sleep.”

“You’re being so nice to me, and I don’t deserve it.” He tried to smile, but his lips trembled, and to his horror, a river of tears rolled down his cheeks.

Mercifully, Nico ignored his drunk-ass rambling and swung his legs onto the bed. “I’ll set your alarm for tomorrow to make sure you don’t oversleep. Bye, Doc.”

The last thing Ford heard before he passed out was the click of the door as Nico left.

**

The blaring of the alarm woke Ford, and he lay for a minute with his eyes closed, feeling like death. Vaguely recalling Nico bringing him to the room, Ford flung an arm over his eyes and groaned.

“I can’t believe I started crying. What a pathetic jerk.”

He ordered room service, then took a long, hot shower. A snail mucin face mask and caffeine pads over his eyes to reduce the puffiness helped somewhat. By the time he left for the airport, he was feeling halfway human.

Ford sat at the gate, sipping an extra-large latte, and popped two Motrin. He should be chugging water to rehydrate, but at the moment, caffeine to get his brain working was paramount.

As a first trip to the city, Ford understood the appeal. There was something to be said for its anonymity. When all hell broke loose at home, he’d retreated, only leaving his apartment for the office, but he couldn’t escape the people who stopped, stared, and whispered.

Isn’t that the guy whose partner was caught sleeping with the senator’s son in the limo?

Don’t forget the parties on their yacht.

I heard he was sleeping with their pool boy too.

That poor man. Imagine having your sex life plastered all over the news.

Humiliation burned deep like a brand seared to his skin. The past year had been a blur of misery and pain. The perfect life he’d tried so hard to build had upended, and in shambles, Ford gave Lenny their beautiful house on the Intracoastal and the yacht, no longer able to live in a place where visions of Lenny fucking random people stalked his every waking minute, as well as his nightmares, not the least of which were if Lenny had been careful with all his random partners. For peace of mind, he made sure to get tested every six months.

In his seat on the plane, Ford sipped the pre-takeoff water offered by the flight attendant and closed his eyes, thankful that the NSAIDs had begun to do their work. The plane taxied, and as they flew up and over Manhattan, he glanced down, imagining he could see Times Square, wondering if Nico was giving another tour.

Wondering why he cared.


Chapter Three

“You shoulda seen your boy here last week. He was making all the right moves on this older dude and left with the guy.” Anthony’s brows waggled. “Had a good night there, Nico? Eh? Eh?” he sniggered.

Nico threw daggers at him. “Shut up. And how would you know? You and your boy toy were going at it like you were making a porno flick. I thought you’d whip it out right in front of everyone.”

Anthony’s face grew red. “Don’t call Sergio that. And I can’t help it if he can’t keep his hands off me.” He flexed, and Nico and Jack both rolled their eyes and groaned. Anthony loved wearing tight T-shirts that showed off his muscles and tats, although lately Nico had noticed he’d leveled up his wardrobe from Hanes to Alo and lululemon. Definitely the new boyfriend’s influence. Anthony had never cared what the hell he’d worn before he’d started dating Sergio.

“Marone a mia, are you fucking serious with this bullshit?” Was it possible Anthony was so taken in by this twinky kid? He’d always gone for the gym-bro type with tats and bulging biceps. A mirror image of himself.

“Yeah, I am. Matter of fact, Sergio’s moving in with me next month.” Anthony’s words hung in the air like a challenge to Nico, daring him to say something negative.

“No shit. Good luck.” Perhaps sensing the tension, Jack raised his beer, while Nico sat with his jaw hanging open. An elbow to his side from Jack forced him to speak.

“Yeah, good luck.”

“Gee, thanks,” Anthony responded, sarcasm dripping from his words. “I’ve given enemas to people more enthusiastic. What? You don’t approve? Not that I need it, but let’s get it out in the open. Why don’t you like Sergio?”

Nico drank some whisky and popped a stuffed mushroom from the plate of appetizers into his mouth, using the chewing time to gather his thoughts. “I don’t not like Sergio. He’s a cute kid. But you got real serious, real fast. And he’s unlike any of the other guys you’ve been with—the total opposite, in fact.”

“Yeah, exactly. Maybe I was looking for the wrong thing all along.” Anthony didn’t get passionate about much besides the Mets, food, and the gym, so to see his brown eyes blaze and his finger pointing in Nico’s face was surprising. “Once I met him, I didn’t need no one else, ’cause he makes me feel good about myself. Like I can do anything. He treats me like a king, and I treat him like he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me ’cause you know what? He is.” Anthony played with the rim of his glass. “Sometimes when you know, you know.”

Dumbfounded, Nico had to ask. “Are you in love with him?”

Underneath his scruff, Anthony flushed pink, and he shrugged. “I mean, I’ve told him, yeah.”

“I think it’s sweet.” Jack nudged him again. “Don’t you, Nico?”

No, I think he’s being led by a pair of blowjob lips.

But he couldn’t say that if he wanted to keep his head attached to his body. “Yeah, sure. Definitely.”

The server came with their food, but none of them began to eat. Tension radiated in the booth of the diner where they often congregated after work. Anthony, determined bastard that he was, refused to let it go. “You don’t get it because you’ve never been with nobody who’s put you number one. Someone who thinks of you first.”

“That’s ’cause I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I’m fine as is.”

Anthony snorted. “Bullshit you are. This is all because of Prickface Payson.”

A knot twisted in his stomach. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“He hurt you,” Anthony said softly. “Don’t think I forgot.”

“Well, I have,” Nico lashed out. “So fucking drop it and let’s eat. I had a full day of tours, and I’m starving.” He picked up his burger and took a big bite. Jack, ever the peacemaker, began to ramble about his latest job putting in tile in a house in Howard Beach and how the woman propositioned him, hoping she could get a reduction in the price.

“I had to tell her—very nicely, of course—that I don’t play for her team.”

Nico managed a faint smile, but Anthony’s words remained stuck in his head like a fucking earworm of a song. Why had he brought up Payson? He’d managed to stuff away the fucker’s cruel words into a black place he hadn’t visited in years.

“Anyways, tell us about the mysterious older man, Nico.” Anthony kicked him under the table. “Lemme tell you, the dude made a beeline for our boy here, and the two of them were into each other the whole night.” He took a bite of his burger, chewed, and swallowed. “Guy looked like he had serious bucks—Sergio made his shoes as Gucci. You get in?”

“Oh, yeah?” Jack set his turkey sandwich on the plate, big blue eyes wide with interest. “Tell us. No secrets between us Brooklyn boys, ammirite?” He and Anthony raised their glasses.

“Nah,” Nico protested. “It wasn’t like that. He was on a tour that morning and lost his wallet on the bus. I found it and returned it to him at his hotel. It was dumb luck that he showed up at Stonewall that night.”

“But you left with him. Nico Andretti don’t strike out.”

“Yeah, well, maybe if I’d made a move, but the guy had a little too much to drink. It wouldn’t have been nice.”

“Who are you?” Anthony gawked. “What happened to love-’em-and-leave-’em Nico?”

Nico lifted a shoulder
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