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      “You’re a turner,” Lydia declared, her voice carrying crisply despite the noisy crowd in Cafe Frais, my favorite SoHo teahouse.

      Intrigued, I regarded her over the gold rim of my teacup.

      Next to me, Fiona choked on her Earl Grey. “Is that anything like a spinner?” she sputtered as she dabbed a napkin to her chin.

      I wasn’t sure what Fiona meant, but odds were it was obscene. Her mind lived forever in the gutter.

      Carefully setting my own teacup on its waiting saucer without a clatter—some Southern manners were hard to lose—I considered the conversation leading up to Lydia’s odd statement.

      We had been discussing my romantic past. Not exactly my favorite subject, but with new beau Evan on his way to join us for brunch—meeting the girls for the first time—they seemed intent on rehashing history. I had just finished telling them about seeing my latest ex shopping at Gracious Home with his new boyfriend.

      Sad, but true.

      Which did not explain Lydia’s bizarre declaration.

      “What precisely do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well,” she began, resting her elbows gently on the floral tablecloth. “David is gay.”

      I nodded politely at her statement of the obvious. “Yes.”

      “And before David there was Jon. He’s gay, too.”

      Also true. Two for two. With a sinking feeling about the direction of this conversation, I nodded again.

      “Tell me, Bethany. How many of your ex-boyfriends are gay?”

      “Just the—” two, I started to say. Then I remembered Tad. But that was all—oh. And Richard.

      Four?

      How was it possible that I had blocked out the glaring reality that my last four beaux had since burst forth from the closet? That was the sort of pattern a girl really ought to notice.

      What did this say about me? Was I the kind of girl who only attracted men of uncertain sexuality and repressed urges? Was I a ... closet cleaner?

      My face must have fallen because Lydia leaned even closer and smiled sympathetically. “A turner,” she repeated. “See what I mean?”

      Yes, I did. All too well.

      This was probably all my fault. How depressing. Oh, not that I made a conscious decision to only date un-outed gay men, but there must have been signs. Little indications—or big ones, as in the case of Tad’s “roommate” in his West Village studio apartment—about a man’s true sexuality.

      That I had overlooked these signs in the past might mean I was only looking for unavailable guys. I couldn’t get hurt if rejection was beyond my control, right?

      Sounded like something a therapist would say.

      Deeply psychological.

      I read once that girls only sought out men either similar to or the opposite of their fathers. Since none of my exes were the strict, overbearing, ultimatum-giving type, I had to assume I was seeking out the latter.

      I sighed, lifted the teacup of English Breakfast with two sugars, and took a fortifying sip. Over the porcelain edge, I caught sight of Evan making his way through the crowded café.

      A welcome sight.

      “Evan’s here,” I announced as I set my cup back on its saucer. “He’s different. Not a gay bone in his body.”

      Fiona snorted again but turned with Lydia to get their first look at the new man in my life. Well, he wasn’t new to me. We’d been dating for almost six months, but I kept him tightly under wraps. After my previous disasters I’d wanted to wait until I was sure before introducing him to the closest thing to family I had in the city.

      Seeing me, Evan waved enthusiastically.

      He dressed so well. In a non-gay, purely heterosexual way, of course.

      Simple black leather jacket. Flat-front black trousers. Shiny black loafers. Lavender paisley shirt?

      I scowled.

      Fiona and Lydia exchanged a less-than-inscrutable look before turning back to me.

      “Good luck with that,” Fiona said.

      Lydia added, “I’m so sorry.”

      I did not need sympathy. Evan wasn’t like the others. Lydia had already found her Mr. Perfect. Fiona was working her way through the entire male population of New York before settling on a favorite. And I, despite my questionable track record and my friends’ initial impressions, had found mine.

      I was certain.

      We talked about everything. He made little romantic gestures like leaving a single red rose on my pillow and sending me chocolates at work. The sex was—well, the sex was mediocre at best, but the rest of the relationship more than made up for that lack.

      Just as I had that affirming thought Evan reached our table. He came immediately to my side and bowed down to kiss me on the cheek. As he leaned in I noticed the silver and leather jewelry adorning his neck and wrist.

      “Evan, I’ve put a lot of time and effort into you,” I said before I could stop myself. “If you turn out gay, I’ll castrate you.”
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      Walk-In Closet was doing okay. Not great. Not fantastic. Not an overnight success. But for a relatively new SoHo boutique, it was doing okay.

      Two years in business and going strong.

      Still, it could be better.

      Things could always be better.

      If a great windfall fell my direction, I wouldn’t step out of the way.

      The bell over the front door tinkled just as I finally found a home for a box of shantung neckties in the overcrowded back room. Quickly dusting off my toile skirt, I pushed through the sage green damask curtain separating the showroom from the storage to find my mail carrier walking to the counter.

      “Good morning, Fred.” I smiled even as I cringed at the thought of another delivery. If he had anything bigger than a clutch purse I would have to start turning the boxes into displays.

      Or he might have bills. Bills would be worse.

      “How was your weekend?” I asked.

      Fred answered with a terse, “Fine.”

      One word responses were his forte.

      He was never much for conversation. In fact, in the two years since Walk-In Closet opened, I couldn’t think of a single time he had actually spoken more than two words to me. And those were usually, “Sign here.”

      I only knew his Christian name because Albert, the Saturday mail carrier, was a friendly older gentleman who loved taking the time for a chat. Fred seemed to resent the fact that I had learned and called him by his name, but I took a perverse pleasure in being friendlier than his behavior warranted.

      Eventually the honey would sweeten him up.

      Without another syllable, he handed over the small stack of envelopes—all disgustingly bill-shaped—and walked back out the door.

      Sometimes I felt he would prefer my absence so he could leave my mail on the counter. But I was convinced I must be the only pleasant interaction he got all day and that he needed all the help he could get. One day I would break through that gruff veneer. One day he might even say, golly, three words.

      A girl can dream.

      Quickly flipping through the pile, I saw two bills that absolutely had to be paid by Friday and several more that could be put off another week.

      This was not how I had imagined running the store. A financial balancing act between downright necessities and necessary improvements. I downright needed to pay the rent. But I also needed to order better quality padded hangers before another careless shopper left the floor around the lingerie display littered with slinky camisoles and lace garter belts.

      Footprints didn’t wash out of pastel silk.

      The SBA loan that jump-started the shop had gotten me the lease and the décor and the initial stock with a little left over for advertising. But that was gone. Now that I knew what I needed.

      Too soon old, too late wise.

      I pulled the portable file tote from beneath the register and filed the vital bills in the “Pay Now” file and the rest under “Pay Someday.” The “Pay Now” file was a little plumper in the pants than I last remembered.

      With the business bank account hovering precariously above the red, I had to bring in some bill-paying cash soon.

      Whenever I needed extra cash flow there was one easy answer. Well, two, but I wasn’t about to call and ask my father for help. His opinions on my choice to stay in the city and start my own business rather than return home and marry a nice, successful Southern boy were unequivocal: he would neither forgive nor assist me.

      So, it was time to hold another trunk show.

      They always brought in a crowd of fashion hunters desperate to get the newest, hottest couture. When they found the perfect piece, they usually bought an item or two from the shop to go with. When they didn’t, they usually bought something from the shop so they didn’t leave empty-handed.

      Thanks to Lydia’s connections, I could always get a Ferrero Couture trunk show when I needed one—occasionally with an appearance by Ferrero himself. And the last one had been nearly four months ago.

      Right around the time Evan and I broke up. Le sigh.

      At least that relationship had dissolved over another woman—not another man.

      I had the card for the Tri-State sales rep tacked up in the storeroom. Pushing back through the damask curtain, I hadn’t taken two steps into the cardboard maze when the doorbell tinkled again.

      I groaned.

      At least it couldn’t be more bills. Unless one of my creditors had resorted to couriered delivery or repo men.

      Maybe it was a customer.

      Actually, I noted as I stepped into the showroom, it was two.

      A pair of well-dressed-if-a-little-on-the-West-Village-artistic-side men stood inside the doorway, scrutinizing the store. Though Walk-In Closet carried both full men’s and women’s wear, most of the men’s wear was bought by women shopping for men. Hiding my surprise, I stepped forward and greeted them.

      “Welcome to Walk-In Closet, gentlemen.”

      Their attention turned to me, assessing me as avidly as they had the shop.

      “My name is Bethany. How can I help you?”

      One man, the taller of the two, stepped forward and asked, “You’re the owner?”

      Not usually the first question out of a customer’s mouth.

      If not for their generally professional appearances, I might have reconsidered them for repo men.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      They smiled. The tall one nudged the blond one in the ribs.

      “I need a shirt,” the blond announced.

      The tall one nodded in enthusiastic agreement. A well-dressed bobblehead.

      “Wonderful,” I cooed. Clapping my hands together, I led them to the men’s shirts. “What kind of shirt are you looking for?”

      “Oh dear,” the blond said, “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      This seemed an odd comment from a man who had presumably entered the shop with a purpose. But after two years, very little walked through that door that still surprised me. I’d seen much, much stranger things.

      “All right. Let’s start with type. Dress shirt, sport shirt, or t-shirt?”

      The two men looked at each other, conferred for a moment, before deciding on a dress shirt. Making a mental evaluation of the blond’s style—youthful, energetic, a little flamboyant—I headed for the latest shirts from Vanny-O, a talented young designer who lived in my building.

      I took every opportunity to promote local designers. It had to be good karma to help someone on the way up.

      Pulling three of the more colorful designs off the rack, I wagered with myself that he would choose the one with bright yellow, purple, and lilac variegated stripes. I was rarely wrong.

      For a moment, when I held the shirts up, his eyes brightened like a schoolboy. Then the thrill banked and he approached my outstretched hand cautiously.

      “I’m not sure,” he mused, taking the pale green shirt covered with bright turquoise pinwheels and holding it up to his chin. “This seems awfully bold for the office. I’m not sure I could carry it off.”

      The tall man stifled a snicker.

      “Nonsense,” I assure him. “Of course you can… I’m sorry, what was your name?”

      Small business success hinged on relationships. The first step to creating a relationship with a customer was an open, friendly atmosphere. That was why I always introduced myself by name to new customers and asked their name at the first opportunity.

      That was how I had regular customers today who had first walked through my doors two years ago.

      “Steven,” he answered with a grin.

      And that was how I would get and keep Steven as a customer.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Steven.” I took the pinwheel shirt out of his hands and handed him my choice. “Office fashion is overwhelmingly relaxed these days. Even many professional workplaces have eliminated ties from the dress code. That leaves a man little room for color in his wardrobe. The dress shirt, whether worn with cargo pants, dress cords, or a pinstripe suit, is your canvas. You don’t look like a man who’s afraid of a little color, now are you, honey?”

      Steven beamed. Nearly ripping the hanger from my grasp, he held it beneath his chin and turned to admire himself in the full-length mirror. “What do you think, Trevor?”

      The tall one, Trevor, nodded in considered approval. “I think we have a winner, Steven.”

      Steven clapped his hands in unrestrained glee. “Wonderful.” He grabbed Trevor’s wrist, pulling him to the mirror. “Now do him!”

      Between them, they tried on nearly every item in the shop—including some pieces from the women’s collection. By the time Steven and Trevor left, their purchases rang up at nearly three-thousand dollars.

      What a way to start a Monday.

      Looked like new padded hangers might make the cut. One more sale like that and the new mannequins for the storefront would have a chance, too.

      Coming down from the euphoria of an excellent sale, I knew not to let one successful sale eclipse a thin bank account. I still needed an influx of cash if I wanted to pay the bills and make all the improvements on my list. Heading once again through the damask drape, I wound my way through the maze of boxes. I finally reached the bulletin board next to the restroom. Just as the doorbell tinkled.

      Another customer, I hoped.

      Determined not to navigate the maze again, I quickly snagged the business card and tucked it in my only available pocket. My bra.

      Back through the boxes and the curtain.

      I found the shop empty.

      That was strange. I knew I’d heard the bell.

      I stepped into the shop, the periwinkle heels of my peep-toe slingbacks clicking on the parquet floor. To my right, a head of tight black curls popped up from behind my display of men’s shoes. Followed by a cheery round face I recognized instantly.

      “Cassie!” I cried.

      “Bethany!”

      She darted around the display, throwing her arms around me with abandon when I met her halfway. I returned the hug with equal enthusiasm—though perhaps a bit less abandon. Southern women always show a little restraint.

      “Cassie, good Lord,” I exclaimed. “What are you doing in New York?”

      “Didn’t you hear?” she gasped. “I’ve got a new job.”

      No, I hadn’t heard. And why hadn’t she called me?

      “In the city?”

      She nodded emphatically. “I’ve been back nearly a week, but haven’t had a spare moment outside work. This job is keeping me on my toes.”

      “I’m glad you found time today.”

      She bit her lip, the pencil she habitually chewed on noticeably absent. “Actually, this is work, too.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      The last time I saw Cassie Bishop was graduation day at Columbia. Ten years ago. I’d stayed in New York and laid the groundwork for opening Walk-In Closet. She’d headed for California and a career in television.

      Over the years she had risen through the ranks from coffee gopher to second assistant production manager to assistant production manager, mostly on soon-canceled TV shows and movies of the week. The jobs weren’t always the greatest, but by Hollywood standards she was a resounding success.

      Seeing her again made me feel a decade younger than my thirty-two years.

      She hadn’t changed. Still the same riot of black curls framing her fair, heart-shaped face. Still cherub-cheek-popping bright smile and light blue eyes that sparkled with possibility. Still dressed entirely in black—I had hoped the bright colors of California style might have rubbed off on her just a little bit—not even a pastel accent piece.

      At least Hollywood hadn’t changed her.

      Though we hadn’t seen each other in all that time, we had worked hard to keep in touch with more than the occasional email. We spoke on the phone at least once a month.

      It felt like we had never been apart.

      “What I mean is,” she explained as she headed for the floral chintz settee in the corner, “I’m not here for social purposes. This is business.”

      She collapsed on the settee, grabbing my hand and pulling at me to sit next to her.

      “I’m here to offer you a job.”

      With my legs crossed at the ankles, knees held chastely together, and skirt smoothed into place, I let her guide me down onto the settee.

      “A job?” I shook my head at the nonsensical notion. “Cass, I don’t know anything about television.”

      “Of course not, silly,” she admonished. “But you do know about fashion.”

      I couldn’t argue that point. For the better part of ten years I had been working in fashion retail, even before opening the shop. My resume included a stint as a buyer at Bradford’s, a display designer at Louis Jewelers, and a sales associate at more than half a dozen clothing stores.

      Since the shop opened I’d kept on top of all the latest, subscribed to all the trade and fashion magazines, even got interviewed once for a small feature in Lucky titled “Southern Gals in the City.”

      But what did that have to do with television?

      Cassie tucked one foot behind the opposite knee and turned to face me. Her eyes widened as she settled into a more serious pose.

      “Have you heard of One Straight Guy at a Time?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s a new makeover reality show. A cast of five gay guys with various specialties—culture, fashion, cuisine, grooming, decorating—take a disaster dude and turn him into the perfect man. A whole life make-better.” She leaned back with a self-satisfied smile. “I’m the production manager.”

      “How wonderful! Very impressive title.”

      “It is,” she agreed without modesty. “And as production manager I’m in on all the creative meetings. At the last one, the producers and director were talking about outside consultants we need on the show.”

      I listened carefully, still not sure how this related to me, but happy to see Cassie so enthusiastic about this new job.

      “When they said they needed a fashion consultant with loads of real-world experience, I recommended you.” She leaned in close. Placing a hand on my shoulder, she explained, “Bethany, they love you. They love your shop. The job is yours. If you want it.”

      “A job?” I repeated. “As a fashion consultant? What does that mean?”

      “It means, babe, that the show pays you for your expertise. For your advice. And, if the contractual agreements with the other consultants are any indication, they’ll dress the cast in clothes from your shop whenever you want, list your shop in the opening and closing credits, and use your shop on the show a minimum of four episodes every season.”

      After the full sixty seconds it took for this information to sink in my lungs failed. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak.

      This was everything my shop needed. Exposure. Advertising. Customers. Income.

      This was my windfall, and it fell right in my lap.

      My ecstatic shock must have shown on my face because Cassie hugged me close and exclaimed, “We’ll have so much fun working together!”

      When the doorbell tinkled I barely noticed the UPS man prop the door open and load up his hand truck with boxes.
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      “Miss Lange, welcome to T+S Productions.”

      From the moment I walked through the rusty steel door of the warehouse occupying the address Cassie had given me, I had been in a state of shock. The entire interior had been renovated and converted into a full-service production studio.

      Offices lined the length of an entire wall, their stainless steel doors regularly interrupting the rows of TV and movie posters documenting the studio’s moderately illustrious history. High above the polished concrete floor, dozens of lights crowded the massive grid hanging ten feet below the warehouse ceiling, ensuring they could light any area within the several thousand square foot space.

      From the front entry, I could see three different television sets: a kitchen I recognized from a popular homemaking show, a news desk belonging to Channel 17 Action News, and a cozy living room with an easy chair and twin loveseats clustered around a low coffee table.

      Busy people, dressed mostly in black—no wonder Cassie hadn’t been inspired to break her habit—bustled in every direction, many talking into wireless headsets.

      But nothing surprised me more than to turn to the sound of that rugged voice and find Trevor of yesterday’s shopping duo addressing me.

      “Trevor,” I began, unsure how to finish.

      “Surprised to see me?” he asked, his rugged features relaxing into a smile. “We had to check you out. You can’t blame us for a little subterfuge.”

      “A little…? You mean Steven works here, too?”

      “You could put it that way.”

      He extended a hand along the bank of offices in a walk-with-me gesture. As we strolled backstage, he explained.

      “Steven and I are T+S Productions. Our little shopping expedition yesterday was a test.”

      “A test?” I echoed, even as the light began to dawn.

      “We couldn’t very well hire a fashion consultant without being certain of her expertise. And to make the test honest, you couldn’t know you were being tested.”

      I pressed my lips together, a long-standing nervous habit that three generations of Lange woman had tried to abolish from my behavior.

      “But why? I mean, you didn’t have to… All those purchases!”

      “Why did we buy so much stuff?” Trevor voiced the question I couldn’t. “Because the stuff was fantastic. Because you sold us. Trust me when I say we are finicky about fashion, but you keyed in on all the right elements. You passed the test, Bethany. With flying colors.”

      “Oh,” I exclaimed quietly.

      In all my years in retail, I had never felt more proud of myself. I’d always believed I had a knack for fashion, for finding just the right outfit for any given customer. But validation was a magical thing. I instantly walked a little taller.

      We reached the end of the row of offices and Trevor turned down another row of doors—these polished maple with large gold stars at eye level.

      “These are our dressing rooms and offices.” He tapped the star that read Avilla as we passed the first door. “Gives the talent a real kick, like they’re big-time movie stars.”

      I nodded, at the same time thinking that if I were an actor I would want a gold star on my door. What girl didn’t want to feel like Grace Kelley?

      We passed several racks of clothes—wardrobe pieces—and I marveled at the array of designer clothes. Everything from Armani to Versace to Calvin Klein and back again.

      “And this,” Trevor announced, drawing my attention away as we approached the last door, “is your office.”

      Following the wave of his elegantly manicured hand, my gaze landed on the gold star with Lange proudly engraved on its shiny surface. My very own star?

      “An office?”

      “You’ll need one,” he explained. “Our production schedule is very tight. We’ll be shooting three episodes in as many weeks, plus there will be photo shoots and public appearances. We need your input on all of that. And as soon as the press releases go out we’ll be bombarded with free wardrobe offers, samples, bribes. Anything fashion-related is under your purview—and yours to keep, if it’s anything good. I once got season tickets to the Yankees. Unfortunately for that designer I’m a Mets fan.”

      I laughed nervously.

      This sounded a lot more involved than I had imagined. I pictured popping in a couple times a week, ordering clothes, making sure everything arrived on time and fit as expected.

      From Trevor’s description, this would be a full-time position. I was going to need more help in the shop than the occasional sick day I could con out of Fiona and Lydia. Besides, Fiona usually ended up driving the female customers away and going home with the men.

      But with the generous signing bonus the contract included, hiring a sales associate was not a problem. For the thirty-seventh time in the last twenty-four hours I thanked the Lord and Cassie for this opportunity.

      Trevor waved me forward. I bravely opened the door to my office—my office. The interior was a delicious shade of deep cream, nearly the color of an almond latte, with filigree wallpaper and gold accents.

      An antique writing desk stood to one side, a harlequin-upholstered desk chair at the ready. Six valet hooks lined the far wall, beneath wooden letters—A, B, C, D, E, and SG—waiting for the first wardrobe selection for the cast and the pilot episode contestant, I assumed.

      I couldn’t have designed a lovelier office myself.

      “Our design guru is responsible for the décor.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I assured him.

      “It should be. He’s the best.”

      An expansive vanity mirror on the right wall caught my eye. Surrounded by dozens of round light bulbs it reminded me of the original Max Factor studio rooms Cassie and I had toured on our spring break trip to Los Angeles. Very old school, Hollywood glamour.

      “I can’t wait to meet him and thank him.” And kiss his feet.

      “Good.” Trevor looked up as a brown-haired man in a royal blue Miles Davis t-shirt appeared in the doorway. “You’re about to get the chance. Time to meet the cast.”

      My heart fluttered.

      I hadn’t expected to meet them so quickly. I’d hoped for a little time to adjust to my surroundings. To explore the office and maybe get a peek at some of the clothes on those racks outside.

      No such luck.

      “Bethany Lange,” Trevor said by way of introduction, “meet Adam Avilla. Our culture expert.”

      And with that, Trevor politely excused himself and slipped out of the office, quietly closing the door behind him.

      With a deep breath, I realized this must be a sort of test, too. Not to get me in the door, but to make sure I could get along with the guys. And maybe make sure I could keep my head above water in a flash flood.

      I steeled myself against nervous panic. These Yanks couldn’t find enough water to sink a Lange.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Adam.” I extended my hand in greeting and stepped forward.

      For a long moment he just looked at me, dark brown eyes scanning me from head to toe in evaluation. When those espresso depths—the rich color calling out for earthy greens and beige-y neutrals—returned to meet my expectant gaze, he smiled.

      “Nice to meet you, Beth,” he said as he took my hand on the pretense of a handshake and lifted it for a kiss instead.

      I pegged him instantly as the charmer.

      Straightening, he held his arms out wide in a gesture of welcome. “Clothe me as you will.”

      From Cassie’s brief run-down of the show, I knew that his duties entailed broadening the cultural horizons of the Straight Guy. That could involve anything from giving him a lesson on contemporary art to teaching him how to introduce romance in his life. His role seemed like the least defined, but—to me—the most important. He was responsible for making the Straight Guy a better human being.

      What could be more important?

      But, while I knew what he did on the show I didn’t know anything else about him—or the rest of the cast for that matter.

      “Before we get to that,” I explained, “I’d like to get to know you a little better. Can’t dress the outside until I know what’s inside.”

      His brown eyes sparkled.

      “Thirty-something Scorpio. Former member of a boy band that shall remain unnamed. Youngest of six children. Favorite color: Blue. Favorite food: Tamales. Favorite Streisand song: Don’t Rain On My Parade.” Adam flopped onto the gold couch next to the desk and folded his arms behind his head. “What else do you need to know?”

      Laughing, I leaned one hip against the desk, carefully smoothing the full skirt of my floral sundress. “What else is there?”

      “Well, there is a tattoo.” He grinned, the very picture of the devil. Then winked as he added, “But I don’t think you’ll ever be in a position to find it.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I returned. “There isn’t much a man can hide from his costumer.”

      Adam laughed, seemingly surprised that a daring comment or two didn’t scare me off. Sometimes it was an advantage to cloak the spitfire beneath a veneer Southern charm.

      My unease dissipated and I knew this was going to be a wonderful experience. The cast was just a group of regular guys. And dealing with guys—straight or not—had never been a problem for me.

      Dating them? That was trickier.

      But handling men was a skill every Southern-bred lady possessed.

      A sharp double knock sounded at the door an instant before it burst open. A tall blonde man dressed in burgundy velvet jeans and a pale pink polo shirt over a white oxford stood in the doorway, surveying the room.

      His studded belt broke up the preppy tone of the outfit.

      “Is this her?” he asked Adam.

      “Yeah,” he answered. “Cute, isn’t she?”

      “She’s adorable.” The blond moved into the room, walking to my side and immediately reaching out to feel the sateen fabric of my dress. “Ooh, high thread count. Anna Tomo?”

      “Y-yes, but—”

      “Love her new line.” He—I still didn’t know his name—pouted out his lower lip. “Too bad I can’t wear them.”

      Adam, apparently realizing I had no idea who the man currently petting my clothing was, said, “Beth, this is Bryce Gibler. The fashion expert, if you hadn’t guessed.”

      If Bryce was the fashion expert, then he was the one I would be working with most closely. We would decide together on how to dress the Straight Guy, scout shopping locations for the shoot, and plan how to wardrobe the cast. He would be the on-screen representation of my consulting work, and I could tell he would do it with flare.

      “Shame on me,” Bryce chastised. “I didn’t even introduce myself. Just walked right in and started pawing.”

      “Sounds like my last date,” I joked.

      Bryce turned to Adam, grinning deviously. “Oh, I like her.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Have I missed the party?”

      I turned at the sound of a deep voice. In the doorway stood one of the handsomest men I had ever seen—in real life or otherwise. Tall, broad-shouldered, with nearly-black hair that curled around his forehead and temples in deliciously tempting waves. Dressed in a yummy, distressed denim Western shirt, chocolate brown cords, and brown leather loafers.

      My heart swelled.

      Then he stepped forward, his pant leg lifting to reveal a sliver of crimson between the browns of his pants and shoes.

      My heart deflated.

      Months of boning up on the telltale signs of a gay man had led to one undisputed truth: Straight men don’t wear colorful socks.

      Why were the best looking ones always gay?

      Mr. Yummy smiled, the gesture illuminating his crystal blue eyes. My heart threatened to re-inflate. I punctured it with a sharp pin.

      “Chris Thompson,” he said, extending his hand in greeting. “Food and wine.”

      Cast member number three. Gay cast member number three.

      Forcing air in and out of my lungs—no call for going all breathless over a man as openly unavailable as that—I pasted on my best steel magnolia smile. “Bethany Lange. Fashion consultant.”

      His hand was warm and strong and it took all of my strength not to visibly swoon.

      “A pleasure.”

      For a brief second, he held my hand, his eyes burning into me. I had to resist the urge to fan myself. Then Chris shook his head and, holding only my fingertips, daintily shook my hand before dropping it like last year’s hemline.

      “Can I make one request?” he asked.

      Anything, my mind screamed. “Certainly.”

      “Make sure everything I wear is stain resistant.” His eyes sparkled like a little boy proud of the havoc was about to cause. “I tend to get a little messy in the kitchen.”

      I smiled politely, but my eyes lost focus. I remembered an old wives tale Fiona had once told me about men who made a mess with food. Which led to an image of Chris making a mess in my kitchen. Then gasped as the fantasy progressed to Chris, chocolate sauce, and a can of whipped cream hovering over my body.

      No, no, no, no, no. No!

      Four gay exes was more than enough for any girl to claim. At least none of them had been openly gay before I dated them. Only after. Not a terribly cheerful thought, but it was something.

      Lusting after a man already out of the closet, however, was a new low. Even for me.

      I tried to focus on work.

      Chris was the food expert. His primary duty included teaching the Straight Guy how to prepare a meal. On any given episode, though, he might recommend a good wine, give the guy a lesson on world cheeses, or share the secrets to a perfect ice cream sundae.

      My mind snapped back to the whipped cream image.

      What if—

      No! Off limits, even to fantasies.

      I had just admonished myself with the final word on the subject when Bryce called out, “Danial, get your tight little butt in here.”

      “You called, My Queen?”

      The brunette in the doorway looked like a cross between a Hell’s Angel and a Calvin Klein model. Black biker boots. Tight black leather pants. Tight white t-shirt that sculpted every inch of muscle on his upper body.

      If his meticulously spiked hair was any indication, he was the grooming expert.

      He would see to the Straight Guy’s hair and skin—getting him a flattering haircut, addressing specific skin care issues, and teaching the guy how to shave properly. His mission was to eradicate razor burn and spread hair product throughout
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