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      I’m talking to my best friend, Ben, when the blowout happens. It’s so goddamn loud it sounds like a gunshot, and I lose control of the car so fast I’m lucky I don’t take out a bunch of other vehicles as I careen off the road. I make one last attempt to correct, barely miss the construction barricade, and end up in the ditch with the airbag in my face, coughing and sputtering.

      “Eddie, what the hell was that? Are you okay?” Ben’s voice is loud and urgent through the speakers.

      “I’m pretty sure I crashed my car, and I’m dying, darling.” I roll my eyes and gasp for breath, trying to fight back panic with sheer will.

      “Where are you? Do you need me to call nine-one-one?”

      My car door opens, and a pair of dirty hands pull me back from the airbag and pat my head. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” A low, rumbly voice fills the car. Not Ben’s southeastern drawl, but something more northern, something about the o’s is just a little nasal. I blink owlishly into bright-blue eyes below a yellow hard hat. An impossibly pretty, but filthy face. An angel in a fluorescent vest.

      “Eddie? Ed!” Ben’s voice.

      “Oh my god, Ben, angels wear hard hats like in that sex dream I had that time.” I wrinkle my nose as the odor of a man who works outside—in Florida, in July—hits me like a brick. “And heaven smells funny.”

      “Where are you? I’m calling an ambulance.”

      “Don’t bother, Ben,” the angel says. “I’ll take care of it.” Without moving his gaze from mine, he says, “Hang up the phone now, Eddie.”

      “Yes, sir,” I grunt, reaching for the button on the radio. “I’ll call you later, Ben.” I hang up over Ben’s protests.

      I look back at the angel, my heart pounding in my chest. “I’m not hurt.”

      “Airbag deployed; you should probably get checked out. I can call an ambulance, or I can drive you over to the medical center in my truck. You’re also acting a little funny.”

      “No, lovely, that’s how I am.” I draw the last word out long and slow, and I drop a wink on him, jutting my chin just so. Stiff and wobbly, I collect myself from the car and lean against the side of it in the Florida heat, fanning my face with one hand. “Oh my gawd. This heat shouldn’t be legal.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t hit the barricade.” He nods toward the construction area, where a bunch of men in hard hats like his watch us, their expressions somewhere between amused and concerned. Reaching into my car, he pulls out my phone.

      “You want me to call an ambulance? Or should I drive you?”

      “You should get back to work.” I gesture at his coworkers.

      “You shouldn’t worry about me. You happened to run off the road in the middle of the shift change. Don’t worry, no one’s going to have a problem with me making sure you’re okay.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t need a babysitter. I need to call roadside assistance for a tow.”

      He inspects my car carefully. “You’re probably going to need a little bodywork in addition to the new tire. My brother does that sort of thing, if they don’t handle it at the dealership.”

      “Oooh, there are two of you? Is he gay?”

      My angel snorts and starts dialing my phone. He mouths the word Ambulance at me, then he explains the situation to the dispatcher, including that I seem alert and aware but possibly disoriented. After he hangs up, he scrolls through my address book until he finds roadside and calls them. “He’ll leave the keys with me. Come over to the barricade and ask for Wish. Yep, I’ll be there.”

      “I’m not leaving you my car keys!” I hiss.

      “Relax, Eddie. I’m not going to steal your busted up S-Class.” He rolls his eyes. “Maybe before you crashed it, but now? Pffft.” He winks, a slow, deliberate mimicry of the wink I’d given him minutes before.

      For what may be the first time in my life, I’m actually at a loss for words. He sassed me. He sassed me.

      “What kind of a name is ‘Wish’?” I grumble, reaching for my phone, but he holds it out of reach, tapping something on the screen. He’d best not be looking at my photos. Except the selfie I took in the mirror at the gym; I don’t mind if he sees that one. I try to remember if there are any dick pics on there. Well, if there are, he’s welcome to look at those too.

      “Short for ‘Aloysius.’” He draws the name out, emphasizing the third syllable. He hands me my phone, screen locked.

      “Your mama’s a Primus fan? I probably have ties older than you.”

      “My family is very Catholic.” He shrugs. “I wasn’t named for Mud.”

      “Okay.”

      Sirens are ringing in the distance; they must be for me. “You can take my keys.”

      “I know.” He smiles. He’s got a gorgeous smile, teeth a little crooked in a totally endearing way. He’s breathtaking, and for a heartbeat, I wish I were twenty years younger. Oh, the trouble I’d have gotten myself into for this one.

      When the medics arrive and start checking my vitals, Wish tells them I seem disoriented. I start to argue, but they have me sit on the stretcher in the back anyway. It’s nice and shady, much nicer than standing in the sun, so maybe disoriented isn’t so bad.

      “Text me later; let me know you’re okay.” He points to the phone in my hand. “I put my number in your address book.”

      I nod, suddenly exhausted. “Thanks for babysitting me.”

      He grins, waves, and goes back to work.

      I unlock my phone and scroll through my contacts until I find his name, not under Aloysius, but under “Wish.” I study it for a long moment.

      Wish “my-brother-isn’t-gay-but-I-am” Carver

      Well. Isn’t that lovely?
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      I text Ben from the hospital. The two of us have spent too many years taking care of each other for me to let him worry.

      I’m fine. They’re checking me out to make sure I don’t have any internal injuries or whatever. I’m okay though.

      I stare at the edge of the bed, listening to the clock ticking on the wall. A flat-screen by the ceiling has Fox News on mute, closed captioning covering the headlines at the bottom of the screen. Boring. I’m so very bored. Stillness does not suit me.

      My phone buzzes.

      Good. What about hard-hat-wearing angels?

      Oh, what about them? No denying the man was hot. The stubble on his face had been dark, but his eyes light blue. Pretty. But . . .

      Too young, I tap out.

      I can almost hear Ben laughing when I get the next text.

      You say that about all the boys.

      I snort. I said it about Ben’s partner, Davis, a time or two, but thank goodness Ben didn’t listen to me.

      Seriously. If he’s approaching thirty, it’s from a distance.

      A young red-haired nurse comes in, checks my eyes for god-knows-what, then points at the TV on the wall. “Want me to change the channel, sweetie?”

      I shake my head. “No thanks, love.” I hold up my phone as it buzzes again. “Nosy matchmaking friends are keeping me plenty entertained.”

      She laughs and pats my knee. “All right. You holler if you need anything, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Another text from Ben flashes across my screen.

      Do you need a ride?

      Oh baby, do I ever. Even though I know it’s not what he meant, I let myself imagine sex with Ben. Not the awkward, too-gentle sex we’d fumbled our way through plenty of times—in over twenty years, we’d tried enough to know for sure we weren’t compatible—but my fantasy sex with Ben. Rougher. Dirtier. A hand pinning me down, a threat of violence. It’s a nice fantasy.

      Maybe. I’ll let you know.

      Or maybe I’ll text my hard-hat angel. There was an implicit invitation in the way he’d made it clear he was gay. Sure, he’s too young to date, but a hookup wouldn’t be entirely unwelcome.

      Ah, fuck it. I scroll to his name in my contacts and call him.

      “Hello?” I notice that nasal o again, and I mean to ask him about it—later.

      “Wish, this is Edward Russell.”

      “Who? Oh, Eddie S-Class. Sorry.” He chuckles, a low, easy laugh. “Checking on your car? They picked it up about a half hour after the ambulance left.”

      “Oh.” Right, the car. “Yes, thanks. That was very nice.”

      “So, how are you? Everything check out okay?”

      “They’re still checking me out. I’m hospital-bored.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I just got home, but it’s pretty boring here too. Want company?”

      “You’d come entertain a man you hardly know, because he’s bored at the hospital?”

      “Wouldn’t you? Might be fun. Could be a story to tell at parties years from now. Could be a nice thing to do for a guy who’s had a shitty day.”

      Would I do the same? I don’t know, but it’s flattering he thinks I’m so selfless.

      “Well, come on down, then. I’d love the company.”

      “Gimme half an hour. Will they let me bring you food?”

      “It’s worth a shot.” I am a little hungry.

      “You like sandwiches? Not a vegetarian?”

      “I do, and I’m not.”

      “Great. I’ll see you soon.”

      It’s a little more than half an hour when he comes in, bag of sandwiches in hand. Without the hard hat and construction vest, he appears even younger than I remember. Damn.

      “Hey. Still bored?” He cracks a smile and hands me the bag. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I got a couple different things.”

      “That was sweet of you, Wish.”

      “I’m sweet all over, Edward Russell.” The way he leers at me leaves no doubt in my mind the innuendo was intentional. God, to have the body and arrogance of a twenty-five-year-old again.

      “How old are you?” I ask, digging in the bag to see what he’s brought. Turkey and avocado on wheat or ham and Swiss on rye. Two sodas in cans. I take the ham and one of the sodas and pass the bag back.

      “I’m twenty-four. You?”

      I almost choke on the first bite of my sandwich. Gah. Twenty-four. Finally, I swallow. “I just turned forty-four. Last month.”

      “Nice. Happy belated.” He raises his can in mock salute. “Is that gonna be a thing? You’re going to say I’m too young and you’ll stop flirting and feel all guilty?”

      Damn it.

      “I was thinking something along those lines,” I admit.

      “Don’t.” He points. “I don’t need or want a daddy, and the only person who decides what’s best for me is me.”

      I start a little at his vehemence. It’s surprisingly bossy and self-assured for someone his age. How much experience can he be speaking from? Okay, I’ve got to stop thinking of him by his age. He might be young and hot, but I’ve got “sassy old queen” down to an art.

      “Well, I don’t want a daddy either.” I jut my chin. “But I don’t usually play in the kiddie leagues.”

      Just then a lab-coated doctor walks in. “Mr. Russell?” He looks up from my chart and reaches to shake my hand, but drops his when he sees the sandwich I’m holding. I try not to act too guilty. He glances over at Wish and then back at me. “Your son?”

      Ouch.

      Wish grunts. “His friend.”

      “Ah. Okay, then.” The doctor eyes my sandwich. “You might have asked first, but yes, it’s okay for you to be eating.”

      “I asked his nurse,” Wish volunteered. “She said it was fine.”

      “Okay, well, Mr. Russell, you’re going to have significant bruising on your chest and shoulder from the seatbelt, and you’ll probably be sore for a few days. Take it easy, and you should be okay. I’m writing a script for—”

      I hold up my hand. “No, don’t. I won’t fill it. I’ll just take Advil.”

      “Okay, sure. Well, the nurse will be in shortly to discharge you. Okay.” He pats his pocket absently, gives a brusque wave, and walks out of the room.

      Wish dissolves in laughter. When he’s collected himself, he grins at me and does a perfect mimicry of the doc. “Okay.”

      “Okay.” I grin back.

      The redheaded nurse returns and goes through the discharge paperwork for me. When she’s finished, she gives us each a brisk nod and props the door open.

      Wish takes the sandwich out of my hand, rewraps it, and returns it to the bag.

      “Come on, S-Class. Let’s get you home.”

      “I’m not the car, you know.”

      He snorts and holds out a hand to steady me as I stand up. “And you’re not the suit either. I get it. And I’m not my age or my hard hat.”

      “Then I would really like a ride home.”
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      I can see why he’s a little touchy about my pretentious car; he drives a beat-up old F-150. I give him directions to my house—it’s a god-awful monstrosity of a thing on the lake. I bought it because the price was right, but never got around to remodeling it to something less gaudy and ostentatious. Unlike Ben and Dave’s house, which exudes class and charm, mine screams, Look how much money I have!

      I’m not ashamed of the money.

      I am a little ashamed of the house. He’s going to think I’m an epic douche.

      “So, where are you from, Wish?”

      “Minnesota.”

      “And now you’re in Florida. Did you get tired of the snow?”

      “Mom got sick last winter. My brother was living here already, and he talked her into coming down so he and his wife could take care of her during chemo. She loved it here, so I moved too. No point staying in Minnesota all alone.”

      “How’s your mama now?” I hold my breath.

      “She’s good. In remission.”

      I let out the breath. “I’m glad to hear that. When you said ‘loved’ instead of ‘loves,’ well, I worried.”

      “Ha. Well, she doesn’t much care for Florida in July.”

      “The heat has a way of making people ornery.” It’s part of what I love about living here: the tension bubbling under the surface is sensual in a primal, earthy way. It gets me so fucking hard.

      “What about your dad?”

      He grimaces. “Remember what I said about being very Catholic?”

      I nod.

      “Divorce in a Catholic home is not pretty. We aren’t on speaking terms.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs. “He made his choices. What about you? You from here?”

      “Indeed. Born and raised. That’s my house.” I blush as I point to the great big stucco thing with the tiled roof. “You can park in the garage if you want, but I need to enter the code to open it.”

      “Okay.” The truck idles in the driveway as I type my password on the touch pad. He pulls into the spot where my Benz usually sits and turns off the engine.

      When he gets out of the car, we stare at each other for a long moment. I want to invite him in. I want to climb him like a tree. I want. But he’s so damned young.

      “You don’t know me.” He gestures toward the door. “And I can see you have a nice place and maybe you’re second-guessing bringing a virtual stranger here. I get it. Why don’t I go, and then I’ll call you later in the week. Fair warning, I’d like to ask you out on a real date.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s not about you being a stranger. I’m trying not to think of you as a corruptible young thing.”

      “Here I thought we were going to finish our sandwiches, and all this time you were planning to corrupt me? Eddie S-Class, I do believe you have a dirty mind.”

      Oh boy, did I read that wrong. “Oh my gawd.” I cover my face with my hands, peeking at him between my fingers. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Mmm. I like it. How would you corrupt me? I mean, I know I’m younger than you, but this ain’t my first rodeo. I’m curious. How would you do it?” Okay, maybe not so wrong at all.

      “You want me to . . .”

      “I want you to tell me, in great detail, the story of my own corruption.” He crosses his arms over his chest, leans back against his truck, and watches me expectantly.

      God in heaven, he really means it.

      “Let’s go inside.” I reach for the button to close the garage door.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. I want you to tell me out here, in your garage, with the door open, where anyone in the neighborhood who happens to be going for a walk can hear you talking dirty. And, S-Class? Make it dirty.”

      I don’t know what it is about him that makes me go for it. Maybe it’s because he came to the hospital to save me from my own boredom. Maybe because of the teasing nickname. Maybe it’s because I haven’t had truly awesome sex in long enough that I’m starting to forget what it’s like.

      Temporary insanity.

      I take off my suit jacket, and hang it on the never-used coat hook by the door. My tie is next—I toss it to him as I reach for my cufflinks, which go in the pocket of my pants. I unbutton my shirt slowly, never breaking eye contact. Any minute I’m going to take it too far, he’s going to look out that open garage door and stop me.

      But he doesn’t. When I hang the shirt with my jacket and turn back toward him, his gaze drops to my shoulder and chest, which are turning purple and black and a dull red. His eyes widen, and he swallows.

      I clear my throat. “I’d start by stripping us both naked. Me first, so you can watch.”

      Reaching for the button at the top of my trousers, I spare a moment to press the heel of my hand against my dick and close my eyes against the rush of pleasure.

      “Take it out. Show it to me.”

      I unzip, pull my cock out, and hold it in one hand like an offering. He examines it for a long time, long enough to make me uneasy, but my semi hardens under his gaze. Finally, he meets my eyes again.

      “A dick piercing? I’m feeling a little corrupted already,” he teases. “What would you do next?”

      I kick off my shoes, push my pants and briefs down my legs, step out of them, and fold them carefully before setting them aside. I turn around as I take off my socks, and wiggle my ass a little for his viewing pleasure. When I straighten up and face him again, he’s got one hand pressed against his own zipper. If I cross the garage to him, I’ll be naked in plain view of anyone walking by, practically on display. It really turns me on. Who knew my exhibitionist streak ran that deep?

      The first step is the hardest—moving from the idea of exhibitionism to the reality of it—but then I find myself smirking as I amble toward him. I hurt from the accident, and I’m a little freaked out, but the captivated expression on his face is like a drug.

      I reach for his T-shirt, tugging it up to expose that flat twenty-four-year-old stomach.

      When his hand claps down on my bruised shoulder, I hiss sharply, meeting the challenge in his gaze. He squeezes—he didn’t grab it by mistake. I let my eyes roll back in my head as I exhale, waiting for the pain to cede to pleasure.

      “You . . . like that, don’t you?” The squeeze becomes a caress as he explores the edges of the still-forming bruise. He digs his fingers in a little under my clavicle and the frisson of delicious agony draws a whimper from my lips.

      “Okay, Eddie. This is the point where we go inside and have a talk.”

      I heard him, and yeah, I know he’s right, but now? I want to chase the ache his fingers are tracing along my chest. I lean into that hand, rewarded with a dull throb north of my heart.

      “Come on, man. I may only be twenty-four but I know enough about the game you’re playing to know we don’t do this without talking. In the house, now.” He nudges me away from him, sending another jolt through me.

      I swallow, pulling myself together. I thought I wanted him before, but now? It’s like a madness inside me. I have to have whatever it is he’s promising.

      Leading him inside, I say, “Just so you know, my house is . . . Well. It doesn’t really reflect my taste, you know?”

      “You took your cock out in the garage and you think I give a fuck about your furniture?”

      Right. Hookup house call, not a date. It’s not like I even have a thing against casual sex. I love casual sex. I just can’t help feeling like I’m taking advantage of him.

      He follows me into the kitchen, and I notice him glancing around, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Still hungry?” he asks, holding up the bag of half-eaten sandwiches.

      Not for food. I shake my head, and reach for the bag. I stick it in the gigantic-but-mostly-empty refrigerator. Knowing he’s watching, I bend over and pull out a couple of water bottles, letting the chill from the fridge wash across my naked skin and pucker my nipples.

      He makes an appreciative noise behind me, and I glance over my shoulder. “See something you like, Hard Hat?”

      “Oh yeah. Is that another piercing?”

      I stand up, laugh, and hand him a bottle. “You want to see it again, we’d definitely better have that talk.”

      “You like pain.”

      It’s a statement, not a question.

      “Yes.”

      “Sexually, you get off on pain?”

      “Yes.” God, yes.

      “Would you want me to hurt you in the course of having sex?”

      Ah. There’s the question.

      “Do I need pain to get off? No. But for me, it’s better that way. If it got you off too, fuck yes, I want you to hurt me. But if you aren’t into that? No big deal. We could do the vanilla thing, have a nice time, say good-bye afterward, and let that be that.”

      “That was remarkably uncoy, S-Class.”

      “I’m forty-four years old. I’m not going to apologize for what gets me off.”

      “Good. Because hearing you talk about it gets me hard.”

      Oh, there is a God, and angels really do wear hard hats.

      “‘Red’ and ‘yellow’ for safewords,” I tell him. “I doubt you’ll push me hard enough to need them, but if I say ‘yellow’—”

      “You need a break. You say ‘red,’ everything stops.”

      I study him carefully. He’s confident, the flirtatious smile back on his lips. Twenty-four years old. What in Hades am I about
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