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PROLOGUE
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Graham

My twin sister is a sadist. That’s all there is to it. 

Maxie never misses an opportunity to torture me over the fact that I’ve been married twice. That means I had two weddings, which means I had two bouts of choosing caterers. Summary: sampling her caterer’s food is the last freaking thing I want to be doing right now, but she’s my sister, and she’s happy. 

Still, I wish someone could explain to me why she can’t pick out her own damn food. It’s not like she gives a shit about my opinion...on anything. Ever. 

“I still don’t understand why I have to be here. How the hell am I supposed to know what you two want to eat at your wedding?”

“It’s a family affair, Graham Cracker. I want family input because unlike you, I’m not a grumpy anti-social hermit who only cares about holing up in his cabin, and I’m only getting married once, so I want to make sure everyone enjoys it,” she tells me, dropping a dollop of tzatziki onto her plate. 

My fists clench on the table, pinning her smug profile as she ignores my reaction like always. “Thank you, Maxine, for reminding me for the thousandth time that I’ve been married more than once. How could I ever forget it with you around? And giving up my evening no matter how I choose to spend it to watch you stuff your face with the rest of our family doesn’t seem very uncaring or anti-social to me.” 

Why don’t I feel better after getting that out?

Maxie’s good at reducing me to a petulant child. If she had any clue of the sacrifices I’ve made for her, I bet she’d wipe that smirk off her face, but I sure as shit am not going to tell her. 

Telling everyone about sacrifices defies the purpose of doing the right thing. You don’t do the right thing for attention. You just do it because it’s right, even if you’re paid back with harassment every day of your life by your own flesh and blood. 

“So, after I pick out what I want to eat, I’m done with this wedding bullshit?” 

Maxie lets out a sigh, her gaze never leaving the Greek salad she’s portioning onto her plate. “No, dumbass. I’ll give you the menu list we decide on. Then it’ll be your job to make sure everything is right on the day of the wedding, that all the plates are clean, and the seating arrangements are set. And if the Andropolises run out of something or have a crisis, you’ll be in charge of making the decision of what food to replace it with and how to snuff out the fires. Can you handle that?”

“My job is to stop food emergencies? Wow. I feel so important. Am I going to get blamed if anyone gets food poisoning or chokes on a chicken leg?”

Picking up a platter, she drops two filo dough-wrapped appetizers on my plate because although she’s an obnoxious boil on my ass, she cares about me in her own messed up way. “It’s Greek food. They rarely do chicken legs,” she informs me. “You’re supposed to be the big foodie of the family. Why do you think I asked you to oversee the catering?”

Grabbing a thick slice of bread, her backhanded compliment is appeasing enough for me to drop our squabble. I sit back in my chair when she returns to chattering with her fiancé, Veronique. Except now I can feel Damiano Andropolis’ bicep brushing up against mine again—or Dami, whatever the hell playboy-sounding name they call him. Day-mee. It sounds like a pet name like sweetie or baby not something you call an employee. 

At least he has the build for hard labor. He’s got an inch on me and probably twenty pounds. Whether or not he’s ever done any strenuous physical labor remains to be seen. Lucky me, I’ll get to find out tomorrow, since my brother made the genius decision to hire his boyfriend’s young cousin to come work for us. For now, my assessment is limited to sound, sight, and touch as we sit sandwiched together at this table. I could really do without the touching part. 

The heat of his thigh is seeping through my jeans, making my blood stir. Every time I try to squirm to break the contact for a second, we end up squished back together, making it feel like I’m purposely writhing against him. I already shifted over as far as I could when he checked me in the ribs earlier. I don’t know what it is, but something about him agitates me even when we’re feet apart. 

Maybe it’s his stupid cheeky smile, or his bubbly demeanor, or the way I caught him staring at me all the time when we re-bricked the patio wall here at his family’s restaurant last summer. He makes me uncomfortable, and I don’t get uncomfortable. But what can I say? 

I’m sure as shit not going to admit some college kid has my pulse kicking so hard, I want to get away from him every time I see him. Maxie and my brother, Aiden, would both laugh my ass into the next decade. 

Why the hell did Aiden have to hire him of all people to work for us? I know we need help now that Dad’s retiring and our older brother, Skyler, will be taking over the office side of things, but I assumed we’d hire somebody who—oh, I don’t know—fucking knows something about masonry. 

Straight out of college. A city kid. Twenty bucks says he doesn’t even own a pair of work boots. 

“So, boss!” Dami chirps with that annoying zeal of his. “What time do you want me there tomorrow?”

“Five a.m.” 

“Five in the morning?” 

His widened blue eyes say that early hour is a rarity for him. And so, it begins. Give me strength.

“Yeah. There a problem with that?”

“No. That’s just when I come home sometimes,” he says with a laugh, his nimble fingers making himself up a pita. 

There’s not a callous in sight on those pretty hands of his. This kid is in for a rude awakening. No doubt that muscle tone of his was all acquired in a gym rather than from a lick of real work. I am not spending my time on the Hodges job training some newbie or worse, listening to him whine at every turn and not carry his weight. 

“You show up drunk or hung over, you’re gone. I don’t put up with people who aren’t fit for work. That’s a safety hazard.” 

“I won’t. I’ll be on-time,” he says, unphased by my stern warning. 

That means he’s either blowing smoke up my ass, or for some reason my no-nonsense attitude that got me barred from dealing with our crappier suppliers doesn’t cow him. Who in their right mind doesn’t have a modicum of apprehension for their new boss? I knew there was something wrong with him. 

“What should I bring with me?” he asks as though my face says I look like I want to talk. 

“Wear old clothes that you can work in. I’m not listening to you cry that you ruined some designer outfit. No tennis shoes. Dress in work boots with a steel toe. If you don’t have any, get some by the end of the week. We’ll give you gloves, but if you lose them then the next pair is on you. And bring a lunch and plenty of water. There’s no plumbing or electricity out there. I’m not driving all the way back into town to take you to lunch every day. We eat on-site and get back to work as soon as we’re done.” 

Good. That seems to have burst his bubble. Except, I can feel those big starry eyes on me—the same curious eyes that were so unnerving they made me smash my thumb last summer when we were building the patio wall. 

Freaking Aiden is going to owe me big time for this. And what the hell was with that warning he gave me yesterday when I overheard him and Johnny talking about Dami being gay? I wasn’t the one blabbing about people’s secrets. After all these years, does he seriously think I would hold someone’s personal preferences against them? If he only knew.

My family has no clue about the things that go on inside my head. To be fair, lately I don’t either. Last month, I couldn’t stop gawking at the two clean cut businessmen at Olympus Bar and Grille when I went out to dinner with Aiden. My heartrate was hammering so hard, I cut out of there and drove around with my truck windows down for an hour before I went home. What is wrong with me? 

The longer I’m away from Jen this time around, the more potent the thoughts get. She needs to figure out whatever she’s figuring because I’m only human, not a cactus. And this freaking kid that looks way too old to only be twenty-three needs to stop smelling like concentrated shower gel. I want to ask him if he hung on a clothesline in a mountain glen. 

Glancing over, his wary expression tugs at my stupid nurturing heart. I catch Aiden shooting me a questioning look as though to ask if I hurt boy wonder’s feelings already. 

Fucking-A. 

Doesn’t anyone have thick skin anymore? All I did was answer his question. 

Sighing, I return my attention to Dami, only to find him studying me. His bright smile is gone. His expression is so forlorn my stomach dips. He’s a complete stranger. Why am I concerned about whatever look that is on his face?  

“What?” I let out more impatiently than I mean to.

He glances at Aiden and then back to me. “He told you. Didn’t he?”

“Told me what?”

He scans the table, his gaze stopping on his parents on the far side of the room. Leaning into me, his breath ghosts my ear, sending a shiver all the way down my spine. “That I’m gay.” 

The flutter in my chest at his proximity gives me a weird sense of paralysis, locking up my lungs as a rush of shivers run all the way down my arms. What the hell is that about? 

I like men. Always have. Like them in the sense that I appreciate looking at them, but that’s where it stopped. You don’t do more than looking when you spend all your younger years combatting all the crap people talk about your brother and sister behind their backs. And you don’t do more than looking when you trade virginities with and then marry your high school sweetheart. 

Since Jen left last year though, I’ve been doing a lot more than looking. I’ve been feeling...things—things I certainly shouldn’t feel if I’m waiting for my ex-wife to change her mind and come back. 

It’s never made any sense to me. I love Jen. I was married. I’m still supposed to be married. I made my choice about who my person was—made a promise in front of her and God and our families. Done deal. Search over. I’m not supposed to want anyone else. So, how in the hell can I get hot and bothered for anyone other than her? And why is it happening more frequently the longer she’s gone?  

Maybe it means if I hadn’t been married, I might have...I don’t know. 

Fuck. 

It doesn’t matter. I’m thirty years old. What the hell does a thirty-year-old who’s only been with one person his entire life know about being bisexual? 

Christ, Graham. Get your shit together. 

I turn my palms up, not daring to move any other part of my body. “Yeah. He told me. What about it?”

Dami’s tongue crests his lips, wetting them. I watch it more intently than I should. I can’t help it. It’s transfixing and slightly erotic, slipping over that mouth of his. It occurs to me now—that’s the issue with my discomfort. There’s something highly erotic about everything this kid does, and a guy who’s stupidly pining for his ex-wife to come back shouldn’t be noticing how erotic some twenty-three-year old’s mannerisms are. 

Pursing his lips together, it almost looks like he’s trying to appear tough for a second, but he just can’t quite pull it off. Sure, that jaw of his is square and rugged, but his flawless olive skin doesn’t scream intimidating. 

“Um. Mr. Brandt, I really want this job. I promise, I’ll work hard for you. I want to learn a new trade and be good at it, but I have to say, if you’re going to hold what you know against me or treat me unfairly because of it, then you don’t deserve to have me as an employee.” 

What the...

A puff of air gusts out of my mouth, watching his jaw set. His throat undulates as he holds my gaze with those chalky blue eyes that now show me a flicker of tenacity in their depths. 

The kid’s got grit. It’s wavering from the look of his fingers fidgeting with the tablecloth, but that took balls, nonetheless. I’ve never been in a situation where I’ve seen a man stand up for his sexuality before. Usually, I’m the one standing up for people. Seeing it coming from this unworldly kid who’s depending on me for a job is way sexier than it has any right to be. 

I can’t be fucking friendly with this kid. There’s no way, not when he makes my palms sweat and my nuts tingle, but I sure as hell am not going to make him worry that his new boss is some kind of bigot. He can just think what everyone else thinks—that I’m a grumpy asshole. 

“Calm down, kid. You asked me a question, so I answered you like I’d answer anyone. I don’t care who or what you do on your own time. I like Johnny, but I don’t care how related you are to him. You make your own way. I just wanted you to know there’s no special treatment.”

He nods, the corner of his mouth ticking up. Nobody should be allowed to look that good. “I don’t want special treatment. You can work me over as hard as you want.”

Fuuuck. 

Looking back at my plate, I pinch my eyes shut and take in a slow breath as the innuendo of his words flit around inside my head. I wouldn’t even know what to do with a man if presented the opportunity. How can the mention of working him over hard make my cock swell? 

“Wh-whatever. Just...don’t be late.”

“I won’t.” 

Aaand...he’s freaking staring at me again. I can feel it. 

What is it with this kid? What’s so damn interesting about me? Does he have some obsession with people in positions of authority? The term boss is practically a joke. I’ve never been anybody’s boss with the exception of overseeing some contractors. If he’s trying to kiss my ass, he’s going about it all the wrong way. 

“So...” he hedges in that thick sultry sounding whisper of his. “We’re good then. Right?”

Exhaling, I glance at his parents who are starting to serve another round of selections. Aiden said Dami’s folks don’t know about his preferences. I’m no one to him. I shouldn’t have as much empathy for his situation as I do, but the part of me that’s always wondered what my life might have been like if I’d fallen for a John instead of a Jen in high school does. Be patient, Aiden said the other day. 

I can be patient. It doesn’t mean I have to be his guidance counselor or BFF. 

“Yeah. We’re good,” I whisper back. 

His soft breath of relief brings me more joy than it should, making my heart feel lighter than it has in years. Usually, when I try to do something for my family, I end up miserable and berated for it. Why are my effortless sentiments to this kid so appreciated? 

Something brushes the fabric of my jeans underneath the table. Fingers rest over the place on my thigh above my knee, and squeeze. A jolt of high-charged static races up my leg and splits off, shooting through every limb in my body. 

“Thanks,” he says, leaning in so close again I can feel the heat of his breath on my neck. “I really appreciate it.” 

My heart is flapping faster than hummingbird wings. Its source—that hand on my leg. Even as he withdraws it, the current in my veins is pulsing so much blood to my heart, I can’t steady my breathing. What the hell is happening? 

I manage to swallow at the dryness is my throat. The tension in my boxer briefs tells me I know exactly what’s happening. 

Holy shit. It’s never hit like that before. What did Dami do to me? 

“Hey, boss,” he whispers again, rubbing his hand across the back of my shoulder blade as I force slow breaths in and out through my lips, eyes locked on my plate. “Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”

“Graham?” Aiden’s voice breaks through the haze of unbridled lust taking over my brain. “Everything alright?”

The lock on my muscles releases, allowing me to move again. Pushing off the floor, I shove my chair back and spring up. At least I have the wherewithal to lean forward like I have a gut ache, clutching the hem of my shirt enough to distract from the imprint at the front of my jeans. 

“Yeah. Fine! Fine. I just...I ate some bad lunch. I...I’ve got to go.”

The inquiries from my family are an incomprehensible buzz around me as I practically scramble to the door. Maybe I’m imagining things, but I swear Dami’s gaze is on my retreating back. Just the thought of it sends a shiver down my spine to my nuts.  

This is ludicrous. I’m reacting like a horny teenager. The terrifying part is that I don’t ever remember being this overwhelmed by arousal from an innocent touch to my leg and a few hot breaths at my ear in my life. It’s not possible for a person to elicit that effect in someone. I’ve just been alone too long. 

I need to talk to Jen, and I need to stay as far away from Damiano Andropolis as possible. In the formula for getting my life back in order, he’s trouble, nothing but trouble.
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CHAPTER 1
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Dami

People who say high school is the best four years of your life obviously didn’t go to college for five. If there’s one thing my higher education taught me, it’s that I had been living under a rock my entire life—a rock called Olympus, Wisconsin. It hit me a couple months ago after graduation, when I was lying in bed, Ma and Pop’s TV blaring down the hallway, while I tried to silently jerk off without any lube because I don’t have a dime to my name. Talk about a come to Jesus moment.

Okay, so actually, there was no coming. I was too depressed about being back under my parents’ roof at the age of twenty-three. No more college parties around every corner, no more hooking up several times a week, no sea of eligible gay men, no sexual freedom, a bank account controlled by my mother, and no job prospects. Apparently, employers don’t eagerly seek a recent college grad with an undeclared major whose longest resume entry is as a dishwasher in his parents’ restaurant. That moment of blue-ball clarity sure put things into perspective. 

It’s why I’m so grateful to be sitting at this table with the Brandt family tonight as they sample our menu for Maxine’s wedding. I still can’t believe Aiden invited me to join them. I mean, the guy just offered me a job with their brick masonry business last week. Now, he got me out of bussing tables and is treating me like an adult. The man is hella cool in my book. My cousin Johnny was lucky to snag him.  

I flash Johnny a smile where he’s perched on Aiden’s lap. I owe him just as much. To think, if I hadn’t ventured to that gay speed-dating event downtown last month determined to find a flesh and blood partner for the evening rather than my hand, I never would have run into and inadvertently outed myself to him. 

Not my finest hour. Definitely not a smart thing to do in Olympus when I still haven’t come out to Ma and Pop and don’t want them to hear it from anyone else. Yet, it was probably the best mistake I ever made.  

Johnny let me move into his apartment and hooked me up with this new job. If he ever needs a kidney, I will give him all three of mine. 

“Are you ready for your first day?” Johnny asks. 

It’s still surreal to see him getting personal with a man in front of our family. The way Ma and Pop don’t even bat an eye when they see the two of them together gives me hope that I can bite the bullet and spill my guts one of these days. For now, I need to focus on the positive. Baby steps. Operation first-adult-job-ever.

“Heck, yeah! I can’t wait to get started.” Shifting my attention to Aiden, I add, “Thanks again for taking me on. I really appreciate it. I won’t let you guys down.”

Beside me, the intoxicating, solid body that I do not mind at all being pressed up against at this tightly packed table shifts as Aiden’s brother Graham grunts. “You’ll regret that soon enough.”

One of the happy bubbles inside me pops. Will I hate the work? I don’t understand how that could be possible after spending most of my employed life scrubbing soggy food particles off kitchenware. 

“Ignore him,” Aiden says. “Graham’s going to take you out to work at the old Hodges place with him tomorrow. If he gives you any shit, just remember I have seniority so you can give me a call.” 

Fifty more happy bubbles balloon in my sternum. I’ll be working with Graham...the hottest Brandt brother...all by myself? Oh...my Gosh! 

Aiden with his big, beefy frame, boyish smile, and rugged looks is hands down a ten, but Graham... Graham is hands and feet and tongue, and knock-me-the-frick-down-and-do-me-right-now a twelve. 

The man is six feet of lithe, sculpted, tatted, sun-kissed muscle, wild sandy hair, and a matching goatee that I want to drag over every inch of my body like a feather duster. I have just hit the good-fortune jackpot. My new job already has great benefits—hundred proof eye candy. 

Nudging his side with my elbow, I shoot him a chipper ice breaker. I’ve never actually gotten to speak to him before, only drooled from afar. “What do you say, boss? You going to show me the ropes?”

His frame tenses, those captivating mythical sea-themed tattoos on his forearm go taut as he grips his fork. Eyes never leaving his plate, he mutters, “I need a fucking rope.”

Geesh. Someone’s having a bad day. 

Hm. It’s probably hard to be that sexy. I bet he gets hit on every waking hour. 

I wish I could snap a picture of him to send to my buddy Dante. He’ll freak when he hears I finally got up close and personal with my number-one fantasy. Okay, so our jean-covered thighs brushing isn’t exactly up close and personal, but the dude is straight, and grumpy, and way too old for me, so this occurrence is pretty much as close as I’ll ever get. 

Uhn. 

How can even the back of his neck be sexy—the way those long locks of hair tickle the base of his head as he talks to his sister, Maxie and her fiancé, Veronique. It takes effort to pull my gaze away to locate Ma and Pop. They nearly busted me gawking last year, when I was home for summer break, and the Brandts rebuilt the patio wall behind our restaurant, Tapas. I had never looked forward to getting to work early before until those three days that Graham Brandt was laboring under the hot sun, sweat-slickened skin shining like a god’s. 

Mamma passes me a tight-lipped smile as she whirs by to refill drinks. I can see it in her chestnut eyes, that ever-present worry. It’s been my caretaker since childhood, almost like she’s two entities, my mother and a concern as big as the planet. 

She’s still not happy about me moving out, but I could tell she realized I’m too old for her to object. It helped that Johnny said he needed someone to watch over his apartment above his photography studio now that he stays at Aiden’s place most of the time. Good play, Johnny. 

Pop is quipping some joke to Graham’s parents, dazzling them with his wiry humor, completely oblivious to me as usual, which is totally fine by me. Sometimes I wish him and Mamma could balance out their level of attentiveness for me. 

Mamma heads back to the kitchen, so I sneak another peek at my new boss. Oh, crap. Busted!

I swallow against the thickness in my throat. Holy shit. His eyes are bluer than arctic ice and do all kinds of things to my pulse. I seriously need to get it together. I’m going to have to work with this man without sporting wood. 

“So, boss! What time do you want me there tomorrow?”

“Five a.m.,” he says without missing a beat.

“Five...in the morning?” 

“Yeah. There a problem with that?” he challenges, quirking a brow.

Whoa. He’s actually serious? I’ll have to get up at like four a.m. for that. Who does that? Maybe this is like an initiation or something. I bet we go in at like nine or ten the next day. 

“No,” I answer airily. “That’s just when I come home sometimes,” I quip with a grin.  

Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say because he sucks in a breath through his nostrils, his lips forming a thin line. “You show up drunk or hung over, you’re gone. I don’t put up with people who aren’t fit for work. That’s a safety hazard.” 

“I won’t. I’ll be on-time.”

I don’t want to lose this job before it even starts. This is my chance to earn a paycheck that I can actually see and get out from under Ma and Pop’s rule. There’s no way I’ll find another job that pays like this. Hotty McHot-Tempered needs to know I was just joking. I can get up when the world is still sleeping. How hard can it be?

Forging ahead, I address his profile, while he looks to be practically glaring at his plate. “What should I bring with me?” 

Without turning his head, he rattles off a stream of orders like a drill instructor. “Wear old clothes that you can work in. I’m not listening to you cry that you ruined some designer outfit. No tennis shoes. Dress in work boots with a steel toe. If you don’t have any, get some by the end of the week. We’ll give you gloves, but if you lose them then the next pair is on you. And bring a lunch and plenty of water. There’s no plumbing or electricity out there. I’m not driving all the way back into town to take you to lunch every day. We eat on-site and get back to work as soon as we’re done.” 

Wow.

Okay, number-one: that was hot. Is bossy a kink of mine? Phew. 

Number-two: crap. I think he hates me. 

All I can do is gape at him because aside from it being really difficult to not look at all that sex appeal, I’m at a loss for words. I’m a happy, easy-going guy. People love my personality. I never have problems getting anyone to warm up to me. Graham Brandt, however, appears to be immune to my positive attitude, my most powerful attribute. If I can’t use that, how am I going to impress him at a job I know nothing about? I am so screwed and not in the way I want to be. 

Turning his head, he catches me watching him again, which does not help the happy bubble that has slid up into my throat and mutated into a nervous bubble. His gaze flicks to the end of the table, and he frowns even more severely. Maybe it’s not me he’s mad at. 

I follow his line of sight to Aiden and catch his brother giving him a slight shake of his head. Johnny’s gaze darts worriedly from Graham to me, his features a mask of guilt. 

What is that all about? 

Graham sighs and looks back to me, the corner of his mouth forced up in a begrudging smile like he just threw in the towel on an invisible battle. I’m getting the impression they all know a secret that I don’t. What am I missing? I don’t... 

Oh, wait. 

No. 

Oh, my gosh. 

That...explains everything. The gruff behavior. The clipped commands. The reason my sunshine is being blocked out by Mr. Super Sexy Face. My secret is no longer a secret. My stomach churns. 

Damn it, Johnny. 

I don’t care if he told Aiden, but clearly, Aiden told Graham, and clearly, Graham does not approve. His eyes scan my face, his scowl an unavoidable neon sign. 

“What?” he huffs. 

Glancing at Aiden and Johnny, their sheepish expressions confirm my suspicions. This wouldn’t be the first job I had where someone didn’t approve of my sexuality. My part-time jobs at college and during summers when I tried to break away from Tapas exposed me to occasional bigotry. 

Meeting Graham’s perturbed gaze, the words fall from my lips sadly, watching pieces of the fantasy I’ve built up of this man crumble before my eyes. “He told you. Didn’t he?”

His brows knit like I’m speaking in riddles. “Told me what?”

Either I’m wrong or he’s playing ignorant. Scanning the room, I spot Mamma by the cash register immersed in the night’s invoices. Pop is shuffling more dishes back to the kitchen. 

Leaning in, I whisper, “That...I’m gay.” 

I wait for a reaction—denial, confirmation, disgust, anything, but Graham just sits there like a statue, staring at his food. His throat undulates. I know he heard me. My stomach sinks lower as the silence stretches.

I can handle close-minded people. I ran into my fair share when I lived out and proud at college, but I’m a fool for putting so much stake in this job without considering the possibility I could be working with one. Just because Aiden is bisexual and Maxine is a lesbian, doesn’t mean their brother is cozy with their sexuality. Stupid me for assuming it was a given. 

His hands shift, palms turning up on the table. His gaze slides to mine, and he shrugs. “Yeah. He told me,” he murmurs with a bit less bite than before, but certainly not any warmer. “What about it?”

I can’t get a read on him. I neither expect nor want him to hop up and blow a party bugle, but he’s leaning pretty far from congenial. 

Dante’s always telling me I’m a pushover, that I need to stick up for myself more. Graham’s not my parents. If I’m serious about making it out in the world on my own, I’m going to have to stand up for what I believe in. The life I picture for myself certainly does not include having a boss that turns his nose up at my sexuality. 

Wetting my lips, I purse them as Graham’s brows pinch together again like he’s getting impatient. Sucking in a shaky breath, it’s time to test out my spine. I can do this. I have to do this.

“Um, Mr. Brandt, I really want this job. I promise, I’ll work hard for you. I want to learn a new trade and be good at it, but I have to say, if you’re going to hold what you know against me or treat me unfairly because of it, then you don’t deserve to have me as an employee.” 

Damn. Is this what being an adult feels like? If so, being an adult equals sweaty nuts. 

Covertly, I blow out a slow breath, forcing myself to hold his gaze. He lets out a puff of air like I just knocked the wind out of him. Is that a good sign? A bad sign? His frowny face is almost gone. Honestly, he looks a bit shocked. Can he not handle people talking back to him? Did this job opportunity just crash and burn before it even began?

Oh, my gosh. How am I going to pay Johnny rent and save up enough money to leave Olympus, if I have to keep relying on Mama to pay my bills? Maybe Johnny will help me out, while I look for another job. 

As much as my dreams look prolonged, judging by Graham’s silence, I don’t care. This is one thing I’ve hidden long enough. I’m going to have to face it someday, or rather the world is going to have to face the real me. 

Graham’s throat undulates again, and the harsh lines around his mouth smooth a bit. “Calm down, kid,” his gruff voice says softly. “You asked me a question, so I answered you like I’d answer anyone. I don’t care who or what you do on your own time. I like Johnny, but I don’t care how related you are to him. You make your own way. I just wanted you to know there’s no special treatment.”

Air floods back into my lungs. “I don’t want special treatment. You can work me over as hard as you want.”

I don’t know why his eyes dart back to his plate. I smiled and everything when I said that. Now they’re pinched closed, and he’s sucking in a slow breath like he’s trying to calm himself from a meltdown. 

“Wh-whatever,” he grumbles. “Just...don’t be late.”

“I won’t.” 

Fiddling with my pita, I sneak a few glances. I’d always imagined if I ever got the chance to talk to him, we’d share either some witty or smoldering conversation. Okay, the smoldering conversation fantasy was quite a stretch, but a boy can dream. His silence and unsettled reaction have me wondering if he meant what he said about my little truth bomb. 

Leaning close, I whisper near his ear, “So, we’re good then. Right?”

His eyes scan the restaurant, tracking my parents’ movements. Is he actually looking out for me? That’s...pretty freaking cool of him. 

“Yeah. We’re good.”

He probably has no idea how much those three words mean to me. It sets my entire body at ease. He’s only the second person in Olympus after Johnny that I’ve come out to. A straight guy probably wouldn’t understand the anxious relief swirling in my chest over this occasion. My skin tingles all the way down to my fingertips at what I just accomplished. I have the overwhelming urge to hug him for just listening and not making a spectacle of who I really am.  

Reaching under the table, I give his leg a little squeeze right above his knee and lean in while tracking Ma and Pop. “Thanks,” I whisper. “I really appreciate it.” 

I didn’t expect a response, a nod seems like it would be appropriate to at least acknowledge me, except Graham looks like he’s in a trance, fists clenched on either side of his plate. I swear he’s vibrating, his body shuddering in tiny little tremors. His face kind of looks like Dante’s did right before he passed out on graduation night, all slack-jawed and confused. 

Crap. Is he sick? Does he have old guy health problems?

“Hey, boss? Are you okay?” I rub my hand in between his shoulder blades like Mamma does to me whenever I’m not feeling well. His body quivers under my touch. “You don’t look so good.”

“Graham?” Aiden calls, his face pinched in concern. “Everything alright?”

Graham’s back muscles flex under my hand. Like someone flipped a switch, he snaps out of his paralysis and jumps to his feet. 

“Yeah. Fine!” he barks, glancing toward Aiden but like he’s seeing through him, finagling himself away from his chair. “Fine. I just...I ate some bad lunch. I...I’ve got to go,” he stammers over his shoulder to Maxie and books it for the door. 

“Graham? Where are you going? You didn’t even eat anything!” Maxie hollers. 

Shoulders hunched, clutching his stomach, he throws a single wave without looking back, then shoves through the doors like a broken version of the strong, indestructible man I’ve discerned him to be. Weird. 

“What’s up with Graham Cracker?” Maxie asks me.

“Um, not sure. He seemed fine one minute then...just got real quiet. Is he sick?”

She flips one of her long brown braids over her shoulder and rolls her rich brown eyes. “Probably sick of being my wedding bitch is all. Weddings are a sore subject with that one.”

“Oh?” 

“Yeah. Best not to bring it up, or he’ll bite your head off and pout the entire day. I’m the happy twin. Graham’s the broody one.” Loading up a pita she adds conspiratorially, “That’s code for giant man-child who can’t handle his feelings.” 

“Ah.” I nod and chuckle, kind of wishing I could see the two of them have another verbal face off like they did last summer on the patio job. 

She kept calling him Graham-a-lamma-ding-dong, which only made me wonder about his...Graham-a-lamma-ding-dong. Okay. Maybe that’s a bad idea. I really need to stop obsessing over straight Graham-a-lamma-ding-dongs. 

Maxie returns to conversing with Veronique and Mr. and Mrs. Brandt. The family’s concern over Graham’s abrupt departure seemingly forgotten, something that wouldn’t happen with my family. 

The lure of being a guest at the table is suddenly gone now that Graham isn’t here. Excusing myself to Aiden and the rest of the Brandts, I make my way to the kitchen. The dishes aren’t going to wash themselves, and I can’t up and leave them when I haven’t officially started my new job yet. 

Turning the radio on, I get the water running and start unloading bus bins. When I’m elbow deep in soapy water, shifting my hips to the beat, the clip of Mama’s heels cuts through the music. She smiles, depositing another bin of dishes on the stainless-steel counter.  

“What’s got you so happy?” she asks in her Italian lilt.

“Just excited about my new job tomorrow.” 

The instant dejection that pollutes her expression makes the smile fall off my face. Quitting my full-time hours at Tapas feels like I’m betraying my parents. They’ve run the restaurant since they got married. The unspoken message, this will all be yours one day, is like an arranged marriage I neither want nor can escape. My guilt and sense of obligation have me adding, “Are you sure that you and Papa don’t mind me quitting the restaurant?”

“Dami, sweet boy. You can’t be a dishwasher forever. I know this, but are you sure brick masonry is the right kind of work for you? I imagine it will be very physical labor and dangerous. You could hurt your back lifting all those bricks, have something fall on you, or get injured using tools you don’t know how to use.”

Grinning, I flex my bicep as Pop comes in with another basin full of dishes. “Ma, bricks aren’t any heavier than a tub full of dishes. Look at these arms. I can handle physical labor, and I’ll learn all the other stuff.” 

“Ha!” Pop barks, setting the dish bin down. Grabbing Mama around the waist, he presses a playful kiss to her cheek. Judging by the way she yelps and jumps, he gave her one of his signature ass pinches. “Don’t worry, mi amor. He has to get up on time to get there first before he can get hurt.” 

I should be used to their pessimism by now, but it still stings every time I hear them doubt me. Just once, I’d like them to say they think I can handle something or at least not make some comment about why they think I can’t. 

I’m going to show them. This time will be different. They didn’t help me get this job with the Brandts. I did that on my own. Well, okay, with a lot of begging for Johnny to put in a good word for me with Aiden, but that doesn’t matter. It’s going to work out. I can feel it. It has to. I need to pay my own way and keep a roof over my head that isn’t there because of my parents. 

“I can get up on time,” I assure Pop. “I unpacked my alarm clock this morning.” 

“Did you pack your mama in a box and set her on your nightstand?” Pop jokes, patting me on the cheek and hustling off deeper into the kitchen with a laugh.

Frowning after him for his lack of faith, I find a severe look on Mama’s face. “I’ll get up, Ma. I’m an adult. I got up for all my classes at college, and I made it to work on time for the last few jobs I had.” 

“Dami, those jobs were in the afternoons, and you only stayed at each of them for a matter of weeks. When you were in school, I had to call you to make sure you were awake to get to your classes.”

“Well, I could have gotten up on time, you just always called before my alarm clock went off,” I point out, but her expression makes her doubts evident.  

Patting my hand, she kisses my cheek and heads to the cooler. “It’s okay. I’ll call you in the morning anyway just in case.”

“Are you going to hire another dishwasher?”

“No.” She waves a dismissive hand and retrieves a brown paper bag from the cooler, bringing it over to me. “Your father and I can manage, but you can still help some nights, can’t you?” She rolls past the question like she always does. Sometimes I wonder if she does it to distract me. “Here. I packed you a lunch for tomorrow.”

Is she serious? And my cousin Johnny used to think his mother wouldn’t take no for an answer. My throat closes up, knowing the bonds of this place will still be shackling me. Mama is not ruining this for me. I love her, but I am officially breaking up with Tapas. 

“Mama, I’ll be working long hours. I might be too tired after work to do a dinner shift.”

Shoot. There she goes with her hand gestures. 

“You see? I knew it. It will be too much for you. Why don’t you tell Aiden you changed your mind. It’s not too late. He’ll understand. I’m sure he was just being polite giving you the job and doesn’t really need the help.”

Something sharp twists in my chest. Graham made a similar claim, assuming Aiden only gave me the job because of Johnny. It’s not entirely false, but I’d like to think I have a little potential.

“Polite? You mean...you think he’s just doing me a favor because he knows us?” 

“Dami, what do you know about brick masonry or construction work?” Before I can answer, she clucks her tongue and cups my jaw. “Nothing. It’s a specialty profession where you have to have very particular skills.”

“Yeah, but Aiden said it’s an entry-level position, that they’re willing to train me. I can do it, Ma. I’m willing to learn. Give me a chance,” I beg, grasping her hand, hating that I’ve cornered myself into asking permission I shouldn’t need. Butterflies quiver in my belly, imagining my hopes dying in front of me with one swift decision from her, because as much as I’d want to, my devotion prevents me from disobeying. “Please, I want to try this.”

I’m twenty-three years old, and I still do everything my parents ask me. None of the guys in college had this problem. I had a life there. I got to think for myself for the first time. It was a little overwhelming in the beginning trying to figure out my class schedule and how to work the laundromat machines down the road from the apartment I shared with Dante, but mostly, I felt like I’d been let out of a cage I didn’t know I’d been in my entire life. The fear of failing was exhilarating because it was something that was mine. 

“Eh, let him go,” Pop grunts walking back toward us. “Dami,” he adds, narrowing his gaze on something behind me, “put the dessert plates back on the top shelf.”

Grimacing, I glance at the rickety shelf that always wobbles when someone slams the kitchen door. It’s going to collapse one day, so I avoid stacking anything on it in spite of Pop’s insistence. I’ll probably get blamed for that too when it happens, but I learned long ago there’s no use in arguing with my parents over anything. “Sure, Pop.” 

When he leaves, the worry lines by Mamma’s eyes streak a new wave of panic through my chest. Respect is such a curse. 

“They’re counting on me to be there tomorrow, Ma. I can’t let them down,” I blurt on a rush of breath. “I don’t want them to think I’m lazy.”

She exhales, her lips pressing together. “No, of course not.”

My entire body relaxes at her concession as she disinfects the bus bins. “That younger brother, Graham,” she says absently. “He didn’t look very well. I can imagine he’ll need all the help he can get, if he’s under the weather.” Clucking her tongue she shakes her head, stacking the empty bins to the side. “Such a handsome man. It’s a shame he seems so severe. I bet he would turn all the girls’ heads if he smiled.”

And a certain boy’s, I think to myself, carting the dishes to the sink to hide my blush. One day. I’ll tell her one day, but there’s no way I was coming out to my parents as their grown, dishwashing son who still lived under their roof. I’m supposed to carry on their name. I can wait a little longer to add my sexual preference to the list of ways in which I’ve disappointed them. 

“How is Angelica?” she asks, the question making me stiffen as I pick up the sprayer. 

“Um, good. They gave her a big fancy office and everything, I guess. I bet she’ll be managing that company in no time.” 

“Is she seeing anyone?” 

While my oldest friend and fake childhood sweetheart is the last thing I want to discuss with Mama, hope blooms inside me. This is the first time she’s ever spoken of the possibility of Angelica seeing someone else. Maybe my claims that we’re no longer an item, albeit a fake item, have finally been accepted. 

“Not sure. I think she’s focusing on her job right now.” Reassuringly, I add, “I’m sure she’ll meet someone though. Milwaukee’s a big city, and she’s a great girl.” 

Frowning, she studies me. I fight to hold the casual smile on my face, my hands trembling beneath the dishwater. 

“Hm. I suppose,” she says sadly but then smiles wistfully. “And I suppose you’ll be meeting a new girl any day now. The next thing you know, you’ll both be starting your own families.” 

The sound I produce is supposed to be a laugh, but I’m not sure you could call it that. “Yeah. Maybe?”

When she heads back out to the dining room, I realize I’m holding my breath. How did I get myself into this situation? 

I wish I’d just come out to her when I was a teenager like Johnny did to his parents, not that he had smooth sailing afterward. It’s about so much more than who I’m attracted to though. Every ounce of my compliance is a lead weight around my ankles, chaining me to the role of submissive child. 

Enough of that, I chide myself. I’m headed in the right direction.

Thinking of my bedroom in Johnny’s apartment, my sketch pads and pencils set up on the small desk there, I’m reminded that half the battle has already been won. Tomorrow is the beginning of the rest of my new life. The endless possibilities have my body buzzing again. 

I’m so grateful I’m an optimist. Who wants to waste time being miserable when you can always focus on something positive? Speaking of miserable, Mama was right about one thing—Graham Brandt is definitely the most miserable looking person I’ve ever seen.

Geez, he looked like he hated me there at first. What was with the mad dash out of the restaurant? 

Hm. Maybe he can’t handle ethnic food. 

Guess I’ll cross drizzling tzatziki over my chest for him to lick up off my fantasy list. It’s okay. I’ve got others, plenty of others. That man has no idea the things we’ve done in my mind since I first laid eyes on him last summer. 

Okay, so Mama was right about two things. 

His smile can turn heads. I caught him laughing at something Aiden said last summer, and I was a goner. It is a crying shame he’s not gay, but that’s for the best. As long as I don’t look at his face or his body, I can put my fantasies to bed and focus on learning the job. I am going to be the best employee that grumpy man has ever had. Gosh, I love my life.
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CHAPTER 2
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Graham

“I hate my life.” My rusty voice pierces through the chuffing sounds coming from the coffee maker as I pour the steaming liquid into my mug through half-lidded eyes. 

This kid is going to be the worst employee we’ve ever had. I can feel it in my tired achy bones. 

A freaking college kid. Aiden probably did this on purpose just to screw with me. Happy people suck. They’re so damn smug they think throwing joy at others will make it rub off. Well, I’ve got news for Aiden. Boy Wonder’s inexhaustible zeal is not going to rub off on me. 

My cock twitches against my underwear at my choice of words. I press the heel of my palm to it to get it to go down. 

Yeah. Think about rubbing one more time after last night, Graham. That’ll freaking help the problem you’ve got down there. 

Padding out to the porch swing, I close my eyes and let the rocking soothe me. It reminds me of my days on a ship, when my life had order. 

Getting up at four a.m. never bothered me in the Navy and not even when I moved back home to help with the business after Dad’s heart attack, but I’ve never been up half the night with a hard-on before, a freaking hard-on over a twenty-three-year-old man. Because that’s what happened. Isn’t it? 

You either tell it like it is, or you’re a liar. I don’t have the capacity or patience for lies after living one my entire married life. 

Till death do us part. Did either of us ever mean it? 

My phone buzzes on the porch side table. A blip of hope unfurls in my chest. With any luck Aiden’s calling off the Hodges job for today or phoning to tell me the kid chickened out. The name on the screen makes my heart skip. Luck is not in the cards for me today. 

“Jen?” I answer. “Everything alright?” 

“Yeah.” Her airy chuckle comes across the line. “I should ask you the same thing, calling me three times in the middle of the night. Sorry that I couldn’t call you back until now. I’m on midnight shifts this week. I’m on my last break though. What’s up? Is something wrong?” 

A wash of heat creeps up my neck. Did I really call her three times after I left Tapas? How pathetic does that look? That damn kid got me so frazzled. 

“Nothing. I...everything’s fine. I just...um, I thought maybe we could get dinner some night this week.” 

“Oh. Uh. Sure,” she says, making me shrink at the surprise in her voice. Asking the woman that you spent your entire life with to meet you for dinner shouldn’t elicit that kind of response. It’s a sad reminder of how far apart we’ve fallen. “Um, let’s see,” she mumbles in thought. “I’m off Thursday and Friday. Oh, but Friday, David and I are meeting some friends of his from work.”

“You’re still dating him?” 

The silence that follows has me shifting in the swing. Why in the hell can’t I ever have a filter? 

“Yes,” she finally answers, patiently, as though it’s common knowledge. 

I don’t know how I’m supposed to react over my ex-wife dating other people. Where is the rule book on that? We’ve been divorced twice now, so a realistic part of me says my turn is over, and I should be supportive. I’ve loved her since we were fifteen years old. How can I want anything other than for her to be happy? That part of me, however, says I’m the one who’s supposed to be making her happy. 

“So, um, how’s Thursday?” she ventures. “Is your family doing something?” 

Pinching my eyes shut, I curse myself for poor planning. This just gets better and better. I never had to plan how to deliver a conversation to Jen when we were married. Ever since divorce number-one though, my tongue feels like it’s in a knot. Of course, she assumes we’d be eating with my family like we did practically once a week for the last decade. 

“Uh, no. I thought we could eat here...and talk.” 

The uncomfortable silence settles in again, the silence I didn’t notice before the first divorce and regret not probing about prior to the second. Why does this have to be so difficult? You get married, and that’s it. If there’s a problem, you work it out. You don’t end up back at square one, trying to ask your wife out on a first date. 

“Graham, is everything alright?” 

“Yeah. Everything’s fine.” 

She’s across town, living in her own house, dating another man, and my dick was spearing my mattress last night because some kid whispered his hot breath into my ear, squeezed my leg like I was his hero, and pulled this sexy as fuck move by telling me to piss off if I wasn’t cool with him being gay even though I could tell he was nervous as hell. Damn it. It’s still turning me on. Everything is not fine. Everything is totally fucked.

“Are you sick? Is it Mom or Dad?” 

“What?” I sit up and piece together her train of thought, which makes my gut twist for worrying her. “No! Nobody’s sick or hurt or...everybody’s fine.”

“Oh, thank God,” she lets out on a rush of breath. “You scared me.”

Her relief stings. The depth of which she still loves my family is just another reminder of the void in my life. My person, the one who’s supposed to get those terrifying phone calls about sick loved ones in the middle of the night, won’t be next to

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





