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Despite multiple degrees and business success, in his heart Jeremy Strauss feels he’s never measured up. While he hasn’t lacked for men or women to share his bed, Jeremy has yet to find someone who sees beyond his muscles and perfect smile. Taking it slow with a lover isn’t how he operates, but something about the shy accountant he rescues in a snowstorm makes him want this time to be different. So what if Blake drops little comments here and there about Jeremy’s pretty face? Their relationship is perfect.


Or is it?

Lonely most of his life, Blake Myers is as careful with his heart as he is with a balance sheet. The last thing he expects is for a man like Jeremy to fall for him, and he can’t help but wait for the bubble to burst on their relationship. When the stress of a professional crisis turns personal, Blake sees the perfect relationship he and Jeremy have built start to crumble. Caught in an ever-tightening web of lies, rather than wait for Jeremy to leave him, Blake breaks it off and vanishes.

Perfection is an illusion.

Jeremy doesn’t know which way to turn and for the first time in his life, he’s lost and uncertain. Believing he’s no longer the man Jeremy needs, Blake sinks deeper into despair. Both men struggle with secrets, lies, and hurtful memories until they are forced to look inside their hearts and learn the truth—that love is perfectly imperfect.
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Soulmates Book 4
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Chapter One
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Finding a lover was like eating a taco, Jeremy Strauss decided. The first date was like the untouched shell, sitting there all perfect-looking on the outside with everything arranged neatly inside. You want to know more, find out what it tastes like, so you take a bite. That’s when it all starts falling apart.

It had only taken two dates for Jeremy to figure out that Brent was a taco. He looked great, tasted even better, but in the end, the man was too much of a mess.

“Look what I got today.” Brent slid a little bottle of clear liquid across the table at the restaurant where they’d met for dinner. A tingling shock of dread hit Jeremy, and he expelled a harsh curse under his breath. He didn’t need to read the label to know what it said.

Steroids. He’d seen so many guys and even a few women fall into that trap, and though he tried to keep it out of his gym and steered clear of it personally, obviously he wasn’t one hundred percent successful.

As beautiful as Brent might be, Jeremy had no desire to continue to see someone who used performance-enhancing drugs. Or drugs of any kind. For him, there was plenty about life to get high on naturally.

“Jesus, Brent. Put that shit away. I don’t do drugs.” Darting a quick look around to make sure no one else saw or heard, Jeremy pushed the bottle back to Brent and scowled at him. “I didn’t think you were into that shit. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“It ain’t a drug. It helps me look good.” Flexing his biceps, Brent showed off his muscular arms and shoulders through his skintight, long-sleeved T-shirt. “And it ain’t like you’ve never seen it before. It’s just steroids. No harm, no foul.”

“No harm? What’re you, crazy? You can kill yourself with that shit. Work out the right way, and you’ll get as strong as you need to.”

“Not if I want to body build. You know that. Those guys got muscles on top of muscles.” Brent pocketed the steroid bottle. “That’s what I’m aiming for.”

“I don’t think you should do it.”

“I wasn’t asking your opinion.” Brent picked up the menu and studied it. “Didn’t figure you to be a pussy about it, though.”

Over the top of his own menu, Jeremy stared at the handsome man dispassionately. Why was he here? He didn’t need to get laid that badly. His brother, Noah, would shake his head and tell him it was time he stopped saying yes to everyone who paid attention to him. But Noah never had to fight to get noticed. He’d been all their mother needed, leaving Jeremy in the dust, wondering what he’d done wrong that his own mother had never come to his games or school award ceremonies.

Jeremy could never tell Noah, a relationship expert, that he didn’t believe in love. Life was about living and trying new adventures, places, and people—not settling. But watching Brent butter a slice of bread, then chew noisily, Jeremy realized it also didn’t mean he needed to be with someone he knew wasn’t right for him from the beginning. He’d thought after dinner they’d take it to the next level, but now all desire to get naked with Brent had vanished, and Jeremy only wanted to get away.

“Whatever, man. If you feel that way about that shit and about me, then I’m out. See you around. And don’t be bringing that garbage into my gym. I will kick you out.”

A stunned Brent sat with his mouth hanging open, and Jeremy couldn’t even laugh, disgusted as he was with everything. He stood, tossed the menu on the table, and left the restaurant, heading to the subway for the half-hour ride home to Brooklyn. It had begun flurrying when he was in the restaurant, and now the snow fell in heavy white flakes, coating him in minutes. Only early-November, but it was already cold as fuck. Jeremy shivered inside his too-light jacket and hustled across the street, anxious to get down below to the warmth of the train station. The ride home from Kips Bay to his apartment in Prospect Heights gave him enough time to contemplate—he must be the worst judge of character in the universe because damned if his last few dates hadn’t been major disasters. Olivia only wanted him for a free gym membership, Carlton was too wrapped up in his mother, and now Brent, a steroid user. Three strikes and he was out.

No more. He trudged up the steps of the station to find it snowing hard in Brooklyn as well. The wind whipped the flakes around, and he bent his head to begin the two-block trek to his apartment. Happy to almost be home, Jeremy looked forward to his sofa, an evening of Netflix, and a hot Irish coffee. He shivered and faced the wind, the snow driving sideways into his face.

The sky had taken on the eerie glow it often did during snowstorms, and the streets seemed hushed, almost as if he were the only one about. Jeremy had only managed to walk half a block when he saw someone struggling with two grocery bags and an umbrella. The wind had flipped the umbrella inside out and offered little protection from its hearty gusts. As he got closer, he saw that it was a man about his age, dressed warmly in a puffy down jacket and heavy boots, which were rapidly becoming obscured by the falling snow.

“Need some help?”

The man turned his attention from fumbling with his umbrella to Jeremy.

“Uh, yeah, sure. I’m trying to turn this stupid thing the right way around, but I don’t think it’ll do much good anyway, huh?”

The furry hood of his parka framed the man’s face, and Jeremy glimpsed a few dark waves of hair that had escaped to curl over his forehead, but he was more fascinated by the man’s soft-looking lips. Dark-framed glasses covered with dots of water and dissolving snow sat askew on the bridge of his nose, and Jeremy blinked several times, rocked by his instant attraction to the cute guy.

“Um, here. Let me take these for you.” Without waiting for a response, Jeremy plucked the bags out of the man’s hands and waited while he wrestled with the umbrella. The battle was lost when a sudden gust ripped the fabric completely off one side, leaving it flapping in the wind.

“Shit.” The expression of disgust on the man’s face was priceless, and despite the freezing cold and creeping numbness in his hands, Jeremy couldn’t help but laugh.

“Listen. I live right on the next block. Why don’t you come and get dry and have a cup of coffee? Maybe by that time, the snow will have tapered off.”

Uncertain blue eyes met his. “Uh, that’s nice of you, but—”

“Weird since we don’t know each other?” At the man’s nod, Jeremy lifted the grocery bags. “I’d shake your hand but mine are full. I’m Jeremy Strauss. I’m not a murderer or a con artist, but what I am is fucking freezing here. I promise if you want to leave after five minutes, feel free, but I will tell you I make a badass Irish coffee.”

“I’m Blake, Blake Myers, and, um, if you’re sure…” He bit that full lower lip, and another sizzle of lust burned through Jeremy.

“I’m sure I’m gonna get frostbite on my ass if we don’t get out of this. Come on.” Still carrying the groceries, Jeremy began to walk, and Blake fell into step beside him as they battled the wind. His building, an eight-story, pre-war apartment house, sat on the corner like a gray fortress visible through the swirling snow and feeble light thrown out by the streetlamps. “That’s me, right across the street.”

Blake didn’t answer, and they crossed the street, careful to avoid the slick patches. Jeremy fumbled for a second with the front doorknob, then pushed the door wide open with his shoulder.

“Go ahead. I’m on the sixth floor, so we need to take the elevator.”

“Um, okay.”

The door slammed shut, and finally they were out of the biting cold. He transferred one bag to his left hand and pulled his keys from his jacket pocket to unlock the inner door. They walked inside to the lobby.

“Damn. This doesn’t feel like November. Seems more like February, right?” He pushed the elevator button. “Are you from the city?”

“Yeah. I grew up in Brooklyn.”

The elevator arrived, and the door slid open. Jeremy got in with Blake right behind him.

“Yeah? Me too. I like the outer boroughs. More real, at least before everyone else decided to come live here. Right?”

“I guess. I couldn’t imagine growing up in Manhattan. So many people and crowds.” Blake shrugged and gnawed on his lip. “I like a little bit of quiet, especially after a long day at work.”

Guessing Blake might be a little shy, Jeremy didn’t want to overwhelm him by talking about clubs he’d been to. “Yeah. Well, we lived in an apartment, so I had my brother and sister in my face. I love living alone now.”

The elevator door opened, and Blake waited for him to exit, then silently trailed behind him. His apartment felt wonderfully warm after their snowy trek, and Jeremy immediately kicked off his soaked sneakers and pulled off his wet socks, while Blake stood watching him, still in his jacket and boots.

“Make yourself comfortable. Don’t be shy. I don’t bite unless you ask me to.” He winked, and color flooded Blake’s face. “Do you live near here? Duh, I mean you must if you were walking home from the store.”

“Yeah. I live about four blocks down. I thought I could beat out the storm, but I guess I misjudged it.”

Finally, he sat on the sofa and unlaced his boots, then took them off and wiggled his toes in obvious pleasure. To Jeremy’s surprise, Blake had on colorful, funky socks, which made him even more interesting. A buttoned-up, shy guy with funky socks? Jeremy wondered if his underwear was also as fun.

Slow down, buddy. An hour ago you were planning on getting naked with Brent.

“So, uh, how about that Irish coffee?” Jeremy ran a hand through his hair, surprised by the nerves fluttering through his stomach. He needed to do something.

“You don’t have to go to any trouble. It’s nice to sit and be warm without the snow hitting me in my face.” Blake gave him a hesitant smile, and Jeremy returned it, hoping to put him at ease.

“It’s not a big deal. I’ll make the coffee, and we can hang out and get to know each other since we’re practically neighbors.”

Funny how most guys he brought home wanted to get it on right away, and Jeremy had no objection. They both knew it was all about the sex and nothing more. But Blake didn’t act like the guys he normally hooked up with.

A bit confused, Jeremy made them each a large coffee, making sure to put an extra shot of whiskey in both their mugs. He tasted the drink and muttered to himself. “That’ll relax him for sure.” He held up the container of milk. “You want? I drink it with just a splash.”

“Yeah. Lots, please.”

Careful not to spill, Jeremy brought their drinks over and sat down next to Blake on the sofa, letting out a gusty sigh. “Nothing like a good Irish coffee on a night like this. All I’m missing is the whipped cream, but I’m trying to be healthy.” He ran a hand over his flat abs and watched Blake’s gaze follow the motion.

Well, well, what do we have here? He smiled to himself.

“Go ahead,” he urged and took a large sip himself, feeling the heat and burn of the whiskey seep through him. “It’ll warm you right up.” Watching Blake swallow and lick his lips afterward, Jeremy felt his dick stiffen.

“Good, right?” Jeremy gazed at Blake over the rim of his mug.

“It’s a little strong, but yeah. Really good.” Blake took another long drink, and Jeremy honed in on the smooth whiteness of his neck. When Blake set the mug down, he’d drained half the coffee and his eyes were a bit softer and less wary than earlier.

“Long day? What do you do?”

“Uh, yeah. I’m an accountant, a CPA. Not the most interesting job, I know, but I like working with numbers.”

“Numbers can be sexy. Don’t kid yourself.”

“What do you do?” Blake tucked his feet underneath him, a sign to Jeremy that he was a bit more comfortable.

“I own a gym. Hard Core Fitness.” He pointed to the sweatshirt he wore. “I do personal training there too. It’s located farther into Brooklyn, near Brooklyn College.”

Blake picked up his coffee and cradled it in his hands before finishing the drink. “I might have figured. You look like you work out a lot.” He stared down into his empty mug, a frown touching his lips. “I could lift weights for ten years and never get muscles like you.”

Not liking the shift in tone of the conversation, Jeremy plucked the mug from Blake’s hands and went back into the kitchen, swiftly making him another double Irish coffee. When he returned to the living room, Jeremy took Blake’s hands in his and wrapped them around the mug.

“Hey. Not everyone has the same body type. I’m not lean like you. I bet you’d be an amazing runner or swimmer.” Thinking to give Blake a kiss, Jeremy leaned over but when alarm flared brightly in Blake’s eyes, he took Blake’s obvious unease into consideration and trailed his fingers down Blake’s delightfully scruffy jaw, then smoothed his thumb over a deliciously full bottom lip. “We’re all different—that’s what makes us beautiful.”

His face flaming, Blake pulled away, gulped down the coffee, then set it on the table. “Uh, okay, hi.”

“I’m sorry, but you looked upset and I wanted to make you feel better.”

“I, um, didn’t think you were gay.” Keeping his gaze focused downward, Blake traced a circle on his pants with a fingertip.

“I’m not,” Jeremy said with a chuckle. “I’m bisexual.”

“Oh, sorry.” Blake shot him a half smile. “I just assumed…”

“It’s okay. I get that a lot.”

They sipped their coffee in silence for a few minutes.

“It must be fun to work at a gym.”

Did Blake think all he did during the day was ogle half-naked bodies? Running a business as a sole proprietor was hard work. “It keeps me busy.”

“Did you go to school for kinesiology?”

“Yeah, after I got my MBA in finance and business management.”

As Jeremy expected, Blake’s brows shot up in surprise. “Oh, wow. An MBA? I didn’t think—”

“I get that a lot too.” Hurt, he gave Blake a tight smile and left his seat, ostensibly to go to the kitchen to rinse out his mug, but in reality he used the opportunity to gather his thoughts. It was a battle to continually have to prove himself and convince people that owning a gym didn’t mean he was all muscle and no brain. It grew tiresome trying to change their minds, and it disappointed him to think Blake might be the same as everyone else.

A hand touched his back. “Hey.”

He faced a supremely miserable-looking Blake. “I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m sorry if you took it that way. I said ‘wow’ because that’s a lot of schooling.” His pretty eyes glimmered with regret. “I’m really impressed.”

“Yeah?”

Heat simmered between them, and Blake’s breath audibly hitched. His earlier misgivings thrust aside, Jeremy hooked his fingers into the belt loops of Blake’s pants and pulled the unresisting man close.

“How impressed? Enough to go out with me tomorrow night?”

Wide-eyed, Blake remained mute, and Jeremy took the opportunity to kiss him on the cheek. “Come on,” he murmured against Blake’s mouth. “Go out with me. Tomorrow night. We can have dinner.”


Chapter Two
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Things like this didn’t happen to him. He was Boring Blake, the one kids made fun of in school for his glasses, braces, and being smart in math. Gorgeous men, men like Jeremy, didn’t pick him up, kiss him, and want to take him to dinner.

“Uh, me? Dinner?”

“No, you’re Blake.” Again Jeremy kissed him, this time softly on the mouth, and Blake almost swooned at the touch of his warm, firm lips. “I’m Jeremy.” Another kiss. “And I want to take you to dinner tomorrow night.”

Jeremy kissed him with more persistence and nudged his tongue against Blake’s lips, seeking entrance. Warmed by the whiskey and the sinful delight of Jeremy’s hard-muscled body against his, Blake opened and greedily sucked Jeremy’s tongue, wanting more, needing the taste of Jeremy imprinted in his mouth and on his lips. Feeling more reckless than he ever had before, Blake slanted his mouth over Jeremy’s. He dug his fingers into Jeremy’s thick hair, and chest-to-chest, their cocks thrusting against each other, Blake molded himself to fit Jeremy’s hard dips and curves.

“Mmm.” Jeremy’s deep purr of satisfaction rumbled through Blake. Strong hands kneaded Blake’s back, then smoothed down the dip of his spine to cup his ass and pull him even closer.

Blake’s head spun and he sagged against Jeremy, finding it hard to take a breath. “Wait…stop.” He stepped back, needing space.

A bit wild-eyed, Jeremy let go of him and rubbed his swollen lips. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

“N-no. It was getting to be a bit much.” He adjusted his glasses and swallowed hard. “I mean, we only met like an hour ago.”

“I’m sorry.” Looking chastened and breathing hard, Jeremy turned his back, and Blake took the time to adjust his own painfully hard dick in his pants. “You really got to me. I swear I hadn’t planned on this when I asked you over.”

“It’s okay. I know, or else I wouldn’t have come. I’m not a prude or anything, but—”

“I get it. That’s why I figured we could have dinner and get to know each other? I mean, the worst that could happen is that we’d simply be friends.”

His throbbing lips and aching cock weren’t exactly signs of friendship, but spending even this short period of time with Jeremy had brightened Blake’s otherwise dull world. He didn’t want to give up his chance.

“Um, okay. Dinner sounds nice. Where do you want to go?”

“Do you like sushi? We could do that. Or the taco place a few blocks from here is pretty good.”

Blake hadn’t tried either of them, but they both sounded fine. Hell, he’d eat cheese that smelled like dirty sweat socks to be with Jeremy. And Jeremy didn’t need to know he rarely had dates. Blake had spent his whole life pretending, so a few hours in the company of a handsome guy wouldn’t hurt.

“Whichever you want. Surprise me.” He peered over Jeremy’s shoulder, out the small kitchen window. “Looks like the snow’s stopped.” A bit regretful, he gave Jeremy a smile. “I should get going.”

“You need to give me your number. Can’t have you disappearing on me.” The uncertain light in Jeremy’s eyes surprised Blake. Disappear? Who wouldn’t want to be with Jeremy Strauss? From his own past experiences, Blake knew this wouldn’t be a relationship, but, he thought as he studied Jeremy from beneath lowered lashes, why not have some fun in his life? The prospect of lying in a bed wrapped in Jeremy’s big arms and held against his strong chest left Blake weak in the knees.

“Sure.”

He took Jeremy’s phone, and when their fingers brushed, Blake shivered at the contact. Emotions didn’t play a big part in his life. He preferred to keep things precise and neat. Emotions made things messy and chaotic, and Blake was all about keeping himself under control. Determined to remain calm, Blake concentrated on remembering his phone number and pushing the right buttons, ignoring Jeremy’s physical presence. God, he even smelled good.

“Here.” He shoved the phone at Jeremy and took a step backward. “I’d, uh, better get going in case it starts up again.”

Trying to quell his rapidly beating heart, Blake threw Jeremy a quick smile and hastened back into the living room to gather his grocery bags. He slipped on his boots and parka and picked up his broken umbrella. A rueful smile curved his lips as he stared at its twisted frame. “Hmm. Guess this won’t be much use anymore.”

“Give it to me and I’ll toss it.”

Blake handed it to him and picked up the two grocery bags then stood uncertainly.

“Here. Let me help you.”

Jeremy stood in front of him and pulled the hood of his parka over his head but kept his hands on the furry edges. “This will keep you from getting wet. I’d hate for you to get sick.”

Mesmerized by Jeremy’s proximity, Blake blinked rapidly and licked his lips. “Yeah.”

“I’m really looking forward to tomorrow night.” Jeremy took Blake’s chin between his thumb and forefinger and kissed him, and in spite of his earlier conviction to remain strong, Blake melted into the touch of Jeremy’s whiskey-tasting tongue and lips. An ache rose within him, and he wished he had the nerve to press up against Jeremy and give in to the need crawling through him. For a moment he flew, allowing Jeremy to take control, but when Jeremy’s tongue slid inside his mouth, Blake gathered his shaky willpower and pulled away.

“Um. Yeah. Me too, but I gotta go.”

With his blue eyes inky-dark and filled with lust, Jeremy was an erotic fantasy come to life, and Blake knew he’d be in an agony of waiting until their dinner date.

Jeremy remained standing, dark and silent, while Blake pulled open the door and walked away as fast as he could. The inclement weather meant few people were about, and he trudged through the snow underfoot, slipping slightly on the icy patches. Normally the starry sky would catch his attention, but all Blake wanted to do was get home. The four-block walk took a bit longer due to the snow and slush, but soon he was inside his small studio apartment. It took him only moments to change, hang up his suit, put his shirt on the pile for the cleaners, and clean off his boots. He put on dry socks, sweatpants, and a hoodie, grunting in comfort as warmth seeped through him. Feeling hungry, he put some tortilla chips into one bowl, poured half a jar of salsa into another, and was about to make himself comfortable on the sofa when his phone rang. Seeing his sister’s name pop up on the screen made him smile.

“Hey. What’s up?”

In the background he heard voices and surmised his nephew, Henry, must have friends over. Michelle and Evan, his brother-in-law, had bought their big house specifically to raise a bunch of kids, but unexplained infertility had kept her from getting pregnant after Henry. Secretly he believed that was why Michelle always had Henry’s friends play at their house. That, plus their father had never let them have playdates in their home growing up, saying he couldn’t stand the noise and mess.

“Oh, nothing.” Either laughter or hysteria teetered on the edge of her voice, he didn’t know which. “I only have eight children running around my house like wild animals. Wild, wet animals.”

“Oh, who are you kidding? You love it.”

“I do,” she said, and Blake caught the wistful tone of her voice. His heart hurt for her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I have Henry and Evan and my life is full. Which is why I’m calling you.”

He winced, knowing what was coming. “I’m good too. Busy at work.”

“That’s all I ever hear. Work work work. What about guys? Are you dating anyone?”

To forestall answering, he shoved a chip into his mouth and chewed.

“I know you’re avoiding me. So while you’re chewing, I’ll tell you why I know you aren’t.”

Dammit. No matter how he tried, his sister always got the better of him.

“You bury yourself in that soul-sucking job for no reason, especially after you told me how undervalued you feel, and then you say you can’t go out with the guys I’ve tried to set you up with because you’re too busy. You’re making it impossible.”

“I have a date tomorrow night.”

Shit. Why did he blurt that out? As expected, Michelle was nothing less than over the moon.

“You do? Who? Who?”

“Are you part owl now?” He chuckled but then sobered up and gave her the information she desired. “He’s a guy I met walking home tonight in the snowstorm. He helped me with my groceries, then invited me up to his apartment—”

“What? And you went? You let some strange guy pick you up on the street and went home with him? He could’ve been a murderer or a rapist.”

Listening to his sister rant, Blake bit back a retort. How the hell did she think he found guys? He didn’t have the time or energy to go to bars and clubs. The times he was persuaded to go by his work colleagues, he’d faded into the background and left after finishing his drink. They rarely noticed as they were too busy having a good time. When staring at the walls of his apartment became too much, he’d hit up Scruff or VGL and attempt to connect with a guy, but it rarely went anywhere once he put the brakes on anything physical.

“Michelle, it’s fine. I think I’m a pretty good judge of character. He seemed like a really nice guy, and we sat and had coffee and talked a little.” He ran the pad of his finger over his lips, which he could swear still tingled.

“What does he do?”

“He owns a gym—I forget the name. Somewhere in Brooklyn.”

“A gym? Not your usual type.”

Now he understood what Jeremy meant by people prejudging him. “He’s not a dumb jock with no brains. I mean, yeah, he’s got a great body, but he’s smart too.” Recalling the curves of Jeremy’s hard muscles pressed up against him, heat flooded through Blake.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. He has an MBA in business and finance plus a degree in kinesiology. I’d say that’s pretty impressive.”

“You certainly think so,” she said and Blake winced, knowing he’d revealed too much. Now she’d be all over him about it every time they spoke.

“It’s only a dinner tomorrow night. I’m sure it’ll be like all the others.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” Her soft voice, so eerily similar to their mother’s, brought a rush of pain through him, and he blinked to keep the tears from falling. Sixteen years had passed since they lost her, and he still hadn’t come to terms with it. No one needed to know he’d kept her last voice message to him and sometimes played it just to hear her say, “I love you.”

“Well, either way, I have a date, so you don’t have to worry.”

“I always worry about you. You’re my little brother.”

“I’m thirty-two. Hardly little. You have enough on your plate with Evan and Henry. No need to concern yourself with my life—I’m fine as is.” Wasn’t that where they’d started this conversation?

A loud bang and a shriek sounded in his ear, drawing Michelle’s attention. “I gotta go. Call me and tell me how it went.”

“Sure,” he said without any intention of keeping that promise. There was no need to. The date would probably go nowhere. The phone was dead in his ear anyway as Michelle had hung up to deal with her middle-school playdate crisis. He shuddered, thankful he had no kids, and headed to the sofa where his evening of Netflix and a bag of tortilla chips awaited.

*   *   *   *

Sitting at the table in the Japanese restaurant, Blake checked his watch for about the tenth time, certain he’d been stood up. That morning, he’d already steeled himself for the inevitable—Jeremy would forget he’d asked him out and never call. So at noon when Jeremy’s number flashed on his screen with a text reading, Japanese at 7 tonight?, Blake had to read it twice, then set the phone down to stop his fingers from shaking long enough to text back, Sure.

Disgusted with himself and how he’d spent the entire day worrying over what he’d find to say to Jeremy, Blake decided to speak as little as possible. If he didn’t talk, he couldn’t make a fool of himself. Now, with Jeremy running ten minutes late, it looked as though his nerves were all for nothing. Jeremy wasn’t coming. His phone pinged with a text.

Be there in 5 min. Sorry.

And there went his heart. Nervous once again, he drummed his fingers on the table, looked out the window, then gulped his water. A few drops dribbled down his chin. He fumbled for the napkin, but it was pulled out of his hand.

“Here. Let me.”

The subtle scent of Jeremy’s aftershave teased the air as he pressed the cloth to his face. Blake’s eyes widened, but he sat still as Jeremy spoke.

“Were you waiting long? I’m sorry I’m late. My mother called, and it takes forever to get her off the phone, especially if I tell her I’ve got a date.” Jeremy’s infectious grin caught him off guard, and he found himself returning the man’s smile reflexively. Jeremy took the seat opposite him.

“Are you close with your family?” Blake accepted the menu from the waiter, curious to hear Jeremy’s response.

“Very, whether I want to be or not. Can I get a beer, please?” he asked the waiter. “Asahi, same as his.”

“Of course, sir.” The waiter walked off, leaving them alone.

“What do you mean whether you want to be or not?” In order to give himself something to do aside from staring at Jeremy, he sipped his beer, welcoming its cool, dry taste.

“My mother is a force. That’s the best way to describe her. And she’d love to see my brother Noah and myself settled down with marriage and kids, like our older sister, Rochelle.”

“Is that something you want? Marriage and kids, I mean?”

When Jeremy didn’t answer for a moment, Blake wondered if he’d overstepped.

“Uh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry or anything.”

“No, you didn’t. I never thought about it really. I mean, sure, I’d like to have a steady someone. But kids? I don’t know how good of a parent I’d be. And certainly not now, when I’m still getting the gym going to the point where it’s only just starting to operate in the black.”

“That’s fantastic. How long have you been open?”

“About five years.”

The waiter returned with Jeremy’s beer. “Ready to order?”

Blake looked at Jeremy. “Know what you want? I always get the same thing. I’m so boring.” He caught his bottom lip between his teeth and mentally kicked himself for saying those hateful words.

A light dawned in Jeremy’s dark blue eyes. “How about letting me decide? Maybe I can persuade you to be daring. At least for tonight.”

Heavy meaning rested behind Jeremy’s words, but Blake didn’t want to question it. He nodded and drank more beer, feeling reckless for leaving the decisions up to Jeremy. It might only be dinner and what sushi to order, but it felt good to give up even that bit of control.

“We’ll have the sashimi platter, a crazy roll, the flying dragon roll, and, uh…let’s start with a seaweed salad and some edamame.”

“Very good, sir. I’ll bring you another beer?” The waiter looked at Blake for his response.

“Uh, no thanks. I’m good.” The waiter hurried off, and Blake returned to their discussion. “Five years and you’re in the black? That’s great. Most new businesses fail in the first five years, so you’re ahead of the game. What’s your secret?”

“I never take my eyes off the prize.” Jeremy leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the table, his blue eyes dark and intense. “When I want something, I can be relentless until I get it. Professionally and personally.”

Heart pounding, mouth dry, Blake found himself hanging on Jeremy’s words. Was he talking about the gym or something else? A hot flush rose through him as he recalled the slick warmth of Jeremy’s tongue in his mouth, and he coughed and took a sip of water to distract himself.

“Um, yeah, well, that’s a good way to achieve your goals.”

“I’m all about the goals.” Jeremy leaned back and drank his beer.

Even the curve of his neck was sexy, and Blake wanted to press his lips to Jeremy’s throat and feel that pulse of life. Vowing not to get carried away by the man’s physical appearance, Blake fidgeted with the chopsticks. In the distance, he saw the waiter walking toward their table with their appetizers.

“Food’s here.”

“Great. I’m starving.”

They shared the two dishes, neither of which Blake had ever tasted before.

“It’s delicious,” he said, surprised by how much he liked the taste, and Jeremy laughed.

“See? It’s good to try new things.”

The rest of the dinner was spent with Jeremy asking him what Blake called pedigree questions—school, family—and his hopes plummeted that this would turn out to be nothing more than a date that ended with a perfunctory kiss on the cheek and an “I’ll call you soon,” which meant never.

They agreed to split the check, and when they walked out the door into the cold night, Jeremy placed a hand on the small of Blake’s back, sending his frazzled nerves spiraling.

“Want to come back to mine for a nightcap? You liked my Irish coffee, right?”

I won’t have sex with this man. I won’t have sex. If Blake repeated it often enough, maybe he’d believe himself.


Chapter Three
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Damn, he wanted to have sex with Blake. There was something so intriguing about the man, aside from his adorable scruffy cheeks, big blue eyes, and soft lips. Nothing he could put his finger on, but Jeremy sensed a restlessness inside him, and hell if that didn’t make him want to explore what made Blake Myers tick.

“I did, yeah. I normally don’t drink whiskey. I make hot chocolate and put some Baileys in it.” He huffed out an embarrassed laugh. “That’s the extent of my crazy.”

“Are you sure?”

The widening of Blake’s eyes and flare of his nostrils sent a surge of triumph through Jeremy. He was right. Blake was a study in contrasts, and Jeremy was willing to go back to school for a lesson.

“Come on. I’ll be good. I promise.”

Blake shot him a swift look. “Okay, sure.”

They trudged through the slush, Jeremy using the excuse of the icy patches on the street to hold Blake’s hand, and when he didn’t get resistance, he tucked both his and Blake’s hands into his jacket pocket.

“For warmth,” he said with a smile and gave Blake’s hand a squeeze.

“I am wearing gloves, in case you didn’t realize.” But Blake returned the pressure and didn’t withdraw his hand.

The biting wind nipped at his exposed ears, and Jeremy picked up his pace, wanting to make the light at the corner. He held tightly to Blake, and they ran across the street, their breaths puffing out, frosty clouds in the night.

“I can’t wait to get inside. My ears are freezing.”

With his free hand, Blake tapped his covered head. “My mother always said, ‘Don’t leave home without it.’ ”

Jeremy unlocked the door to his building and pulled Blake inside, but kept him within the circle of his arms. “Did you always do what your mother said?”

“I tried.”

Unable to resist any longer, Jeremy brushed his lips across that tempting mouth, hearing the hitch of Blake’s breath. “I did the opposite.”

Blake smiled against his cheek. “A rebel. I might’ve guessed.”

Not really. A call for attention, maybe. Whatever it was, it had been a long time since Jeremy needed the approval of his mother as to how he lived his life. Not that she much cared when all her time and energy were still directed toward Noah and getting him back into modeling, despite his success as a psychologist. Oh, so not going there tonight.

“I think that’s enough talk about mothers for one evening.” They took the elevator up and soon were inside his warm apartment. “Take off your boots and jacket and make yourself comfortable. I’ll put the coffee on.”

It took him only minutes to set the machine, but for some reason he didn’t go back inside to join Blake and instead busied himself with nonsensical chores in the kitchen. Maybe the talk of his mother and not wanting to please her hit him harder than he thought. Maybe he was lying to himself.

The coffeepot beeped, and he shut down his mind to anything but the pleasure of having a cute guy waiting for him on his sofa. Jeremy poured the coffee and came back to the living room, then went to the hutch against the far wall that held his liquor and brought over both the whiskey and a bottle of Baileys.

“Your pick.”

Blake caught his lower lip between his teeth, the simple action making Jeremy’s dick ache.

“Um, I’ll take the Baileys if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” He poured a generous dollop into Blake’s mug and screwed the top back on. “I’ll take the whiskey if you don’t mind.”

“Course not.”

He splashed some into his mug, then added a bit more. “For courage.”

Blake’s blue-eyed gaze met his over the steaming cup of coffee. “I didn’t think you’d need courage. You seem like you have everything under control.”

“Nobody can lay claim to everything.” Recklessly, Jeremy gulped his coffee down, needing the quick buzz of the whiskey to steady his sudden nerves. The welcome warmth of the alcohol spread through him, and with one more deep gulp, he finished his drink. In contrast, Blake sipped his slowly, eyes still on him with that penetrating stare.

“So, uh, want to watch a movie? What do you like?” He fumbled for the remote and held it out to Blake. “Guest’s choice.”

“Sure.” Blake turned on the television and flicked to a movie channel. A black-and-white movie was playing. “I love old movies,” he said with a sad smile. “My mother would watch them whenever it was rainy, and I used to sit with her since there was nothing else to do.”

Jeremy preferred war movies or action flicks but wanting to appease Blake, he slid a bit closer and put an arm around his shoulder. “I’ll watch it with you if you want.”

A smile lit up Blake’s face, and Jeremy’s breathing came to a momentary halt. The whole evening Blake had acted a bit reserved and shy, but when he full-out smiled, he transformed.

“Thanks.”

Stunned by his own reaction, Jeremy merely nodded and settled in next to Blake, tightening his arm around his shoulder to bring him closer. This was nice, he thought to himself. Snuggling on the sofa definitely had its perks, but it would be even better with a drink.

“How about I get us another coffee and some snacks? I’ve got some chips.”

Blake made a face. “Coffee and chips?”

Pretending offense, Jeremy tapped the tip of Blake’s nose. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. Plus if you want something else, like a beer, I’ve got that.”

“I’m fine as is, but feel free.”

Jeremy bounded off the sofa and went to get the chips, then decided to forget the coffee and drink his whiskey straight. He poured his drink into a glass and returned to his place next to Blake, who sat enthralled by the movie. Jeremy, who had no idea what was going on, drank his whiskey, and feeling more amorous as the time went by, began to snuggle Blake closer and kiss his neck.

“I like you,” he whispered, licking under Blake’s ear. He heard the quick, indrawn hiss of Blake’s breath and pressed on. “I like you a lot.” Jeremy sucked Blake’s earlobe into his mouth and gently pushed Blake down on the sofa. Meeting no resistance, Jeremy began to kiss Blake in earnest, caging his slim body between his thighs.

“Oh…” Blake sighed and wound his arms around Jeremy’s neck.

Jeremy dived into Blake’s mouth, lips demanding, tongue insistent. The hard ridge of Blake’s dick pushed against Jeremy’s thigh, and knowing he turned this shy man on, only made Jeremy want him more. He reached down and rubbed Blake through his clothes.

“Feels so good.”

Blake shivered, and Jeremy sucked at his tongue, slanting his mouth firmly across Blake’s, fusing their lips together. The desire to possess and fuck Blake rose hot in his blood, and Jeremy moved from Blake’s mouth to kissing and licking a hot, wet path down Blake’s throat.

“Let’s move this to the bedroom, okay?”

Dizzy with lust, Jeremy stood swaying, looking down at a rumpled and kiss-ravished Blake lying panting on his sofa. Damn, the man was perfect. He held out his hand.

“N-no. I’m sorry.”

“What? Why?” Even he could hear the petulant whine in his voice, but Jeremy didn’t care. Why didn’t Blake want him?

“Because,” Blake said, propping himself up on his elbows, “I think it’s rushing it.” A blush stained his cheeks, and he cast his eyes down to his lap, away from Jeremy’s gaze. “I, uh, kinda hoped we’d get to know each other a little better before…” The fiery red in his cheeks deepened, and Jeremy’s heart shifted.

He should’ve known Blake wasn’t the type to fuck on the first date. A strange notion hit Jeremy. Is that what they were doing? Dating? If he and the other person hit it off out of the sheets, Jeremy usually considered it a bonus. Now, out of nowhere came a guy he could like, really like, and maybe get to know better, and it left him a bit unsteady.

“I’m okay with that.”

“You are?” Blake sounded shocked at worst, and dubious at best.

Whoa. Did he just agree to keep seeing him with no sex? He studied the slightly disheveled man with anxious eyes gazing up at him. He could change his mind and send him away. Or agree and never call him again. But that thought didn’t sit well with his hard dick, and unapologetically, he
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