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  Blurb


Sometimes, the best way to overcome differences — is to embrace them. 


Quinn: 
Nothing is more important than family. Someday I’ll have my own, if I can ever find the right guy. For now, I’m concentrating on my career and a promotion. That is, until my company hires a hot-shot with the right credentials to snag the position.
I should resent him, but Tadhg Byrne is talented. And gorgeous. And though my ASL is pitiful, it means I’m the most “qualified” colleague to partner with him. Or so my boss says. So I guess I’m about to do myself out of a job.


Tadhg: 
After a nasty breakup with my manipulative ex, I returned home to Seattle to lick my wounds. I’m done with relationships. From now on I’m focusing on my career. There are just a few problems with this. 
	It’s not that easy for a Deaf man to succeed in a Hearing world, even with the right degree and experience. 

	Quinn MacDougall. He’s my co-worker, and he’s also incredibly talented, driven, distractingly handsome, and with one sweet smile, all my carefully built defenses are at risk of crumbling. 

	He’s hearing. And that’s the biggest problem of all. Can someone who isn’t Deaf ever truly understand and accept me?










  
  Love in the Pacific Northwest Series by Beck Grey


Turns out, perfection isn’t a prerequisite for happiness. 

Whether it’s risking your heart on a hookup, falling for your brother’s best friend, taking that second chance when it arrives, or pursuing a relationship that doesn’t look like everyone else’s — life is complex, but love doesn’t have to be.

Snarky, sweet and spicy, Love in the Pacific Northwest is a first person POV, low-medium angst, open door, contemporary LGBTQ romance series of interconnected standalones. There is never any cheating, and all books come with a guaranteed HEA.







  
  For Dani. You are my rock!









  
  Note to Reader


Tadhg’s primary language is American Sign Language. ASL has a very different grammatical structure from English, but because most of my readers are English speakers, I have structured the signed conversations into English grammar. 
Signed conversations in the book are designated by single quote marks and spoken conversations have double quote marks.

From Beck Grey:
For the sake of full disclosure, I am certified in ASL and I have friends in the Deaf community, but I am a hearing author writing about a Deaf character. My intent in creating Tadhg and this book is to emphasize that we are all human and all looking for love in whatever form that takes. It is not my place to tell the Deaf story or champion the Deaf experience, nor is it my intent.  
I would like to thank my sensitivity readers for their invaluable contributions to making Tadhg and this story as accurate a representation as possible. Any inaccuracies are wholly my own and no fault of theirs.

Let’s stay in touch! Follow me on my socials: https://linktr.ee/beck_grey
Sign up for my Newsletter and hear about book releases and promotions first: https://readerlinks.com/l/2755978








  
  Content Warning


Brief mentions and short instances of gaslighting behavior, mental manipulation, and mental abuse 

Mention of family abandonment by one parent. 

If any of this is distressing, please skip this novel. Your well-being is important.






  
  Glossary



ASL: American Sign Language
CODA: Child of a Deaf Adult
Cochlear implant: a small electronic device that is surgically implanted to electrically stimulate the cochlear nerve. It has both external and internal parts.
deaf: someone lacking the power of hearing or having impaired hearing, but not part of the Deaf Community
Deaf: someone lacking the power of hearing or having impaired hearing who identifies as part of Deaf Culture and the Deaf Community
Deafie: term used for Deaf people inside the Deaf community
Deaf school: a school where all students are deaf or hard of hearing. Lessons are created specifically for students with hearing loss. Teachers and staff are trained to work with children with hearing loss. These schools may be residential or day schools.
GODA: Grandchild of a Deaf Adult
Hearie: term used for Hearing people inside the Deaf community
hearing: someone with the ability to perceive sounds. Sometimes used to refer to individuals when the focus is on their ability to hear.
Hearing: someone who is part of the Hearing community and considers themselves to be culturally Hearing.
HH or HOH: Hard of Hearing. Used to refer to a person with partial hearing loss in one or both ears.
ILY: I love you
LSQ: Quebec sign language
SIMCOM: Simultaneous Communication in which both spoken and signed language are used simultaneously.
VRI (Video Remote Interpreting): an on-demand interpreting service that provides communication between deaf or hard-of-hearing persons and hearing persons. It utilizes a high-speed data connection to connect with an interpreter via a computer with a webcam, or a tablet.







  
  1
TADHG


I jam the sweatshirt into my duffle and steal glances at the security app on my phone. There’s no movement in the driveway. Yet. I still have time, but I’m cutting it close. My phone vibrates in my pocket. Dammit! Why now? I answer the call and Tyler’s face appears on the screen. ‘You’re still home?’ 
‘I’m trying to leave now. And this is not my home. It’s Aston’s.’ Tyler is my oldest and best friend, and right now, one of only three people I trust. 
He nods firmly. ‘Right. Need me to do anything?’
Besides hang up so I can get out of here? ‘No. I’m good. Blake took care of what I needed, and now I just have to leave.’ Both Tyler and my stepbrother Blake have been my rocks through this whole thing. Well, since I let them know what a shit-show my relationship with Aston really is. Embarrassment and shame kept me from telling them, but eventually, even I couldn’t excuse or ignore his controlling behavior. 
Before Tyler asks anything else, I cut him off. ‘Hey, I need to go. I want to be gone before he gets here.’ The last thing I need is a face-to-face confrontation.
He nods. ‘OK. Call me when you’re safe.’ Tyler signs ILY and we hang up.
Vibrations from the garage door rumble under my feet, and my stomach drops. Fuck! Fighting down panic, I sling my duffle over my shoulder, grab my laptop bag, and hurry downstairs. I make it as far as the living room before the door from the garage swings open and Aston walks in. He takes one look at me, eyebrow quirked up, before his eyes go cold and his beautiful mouth curls into a sneer. My hands shake, but I readjust my duffle and hurry for the front door. 
Pain shoots through my arm and shoulder as Aston’s hand clamps around my bicep, stopping me in my tracks. He yanks me around to face him and I stumble, but keep my feet under me. If I jerk out of his grasp, it’ll only piss him off, so I stay put and meet the fury in his pale blue eyes. ‘Where are you going?’ His ASL is fast and clipped.
I relax my shoulders and ignore the pain in my arm. ‘I’m leaving.’
Fresh pain flares as he tightens his grip. I try to keep my expression neutral even though I’m definitely going to have bruises. ‘When will you be back?’ 
Shit. This is exactly what I wanted to avoid. Ten more feet and I’d have been free. He’d never be this confrontational in the driveway. There might be gawking neighbors who would gossip. But it’s never been an issue in the privacy of our own home. I stop that thought. Not our home. His home. Full of his furniture. Arranged how he wants it. ‘That’s no longer your business.’ His jaw bulges and his free hand curls into a fist, and for a moment, I think he’s finally going to hit me. He never has, but things have been escalating. I have no doubt in my mind he’ll get there if I don’t leave. 
Like a switch has been thrown, Aston relaxes his grip and tilts his head to peer at me through his long lashes, eyes soft and sad. ‘Baby.’ He steps close and pouts. ‘What’s wrong?’ Nausea roils in my gut. How many times has he pulled this shit and I let him get away with it because it was easier to avoid the confrontation? Well, not anymore. Aston’s hand comes up to tuck a stray curl behind my ear and I jerk back.
‘Just stop, Aston.’ I pull out of his grip and take a few steps back. ‘And don’t call me baby.’ 
He ignores my request, as usual. ‘Baby, I swear it meant nothing. You know that.’ He steps forward and I back up, confused by what he’s saying. ‘I had a little too much to drink. You know how I get when you’re not around to keep me in line.’ I blink and attempt to wrap my mind around his words. He uses the delay to crowd into my personal space. ‘Daylen told you, right? He was always a jealous little bitch.’ I take a few quick steps back as Aston reaches for me again and I realize he’s slowly herding me deeper into the house. ‘I only slept with him once. You really should have come out with us.’
I should have seen this coming. Aston’s California beach-boy good looks, and all of daddy’s money attract a lot of freeloaders willing to do anything to be part of his in-crowd. He loves it and loves to show off. Expensive clothes, his Beverly Hills mansion, and the Bugatti Veyron that his father bought him last year for his thirty-fifth birthday are honey for his trap. But the joke’s on him this time.
I adjust the strap on my duffle and step around him. It doesn’t matter who he’s slept with, or who he will sleep with in the future because I’m out. I don’t want him anymore. If I’m honest, I haven’t for a very long time. I’ve just been too intimidated to leave.
He blocks my path with his body, crowding into me again. I can smell the patchouli in his cologne and try not to gag. ‘Tadhg, baby, you’re not thinking straight. See, this is what happens when you get silly ideas in your pretty little head. You make foolish, rash decisions.’ 
‘I am thinking straight. And I will only say this one more time before I call the police.’ My hands shake and my signs are clipped. ‘Get out of the way, Aston.’
He sneers and leans in, trying to intimidate me. ‘Running home to mommy and Blakey? Poor Tadhg has to run back to the Hearing people for help. Can’t make a move without them. I knew you’d never succeed in the Deaf world. We tried to help you. My family’s connections could have set you up for life. We gave you opportunity after opportunity and you kicked them all aside.’
A throbbing starts in my temple and small sparks pop in my vision. Goddamnit. I don’t need a migraine right now. ‘You and your family are not the entire Deaf community, Aston, and you don’t get to gatekeep.’ In hindsight, it’s clear he’s been trying to isolate me and make it uncomfortable for me to see my friends and family. ‘I decide who I see, and when I see them. I choose where I work and what I do. I will succeed or fail on my own. Not because of you or your family. Now move.’ 
‘So you’d rather sell your soul to line the pockets of our audist oppressors. I’m so disappointed in you, Tadhg.’
I’m embarrassed that any of his vitriol ever made sense. ‘For three years, I’ve put up with your bullying. You’ve made me question my Deafness, my worth, all of my choices and I’m ashamed to say it took me this long to see through your bullshit.’ My body shakes with suppressed rage at him and at myself. For the first time ever, I take an aggressive step forward, crowding into him. ‘Move, Aston. Move out of my way before I drop you on your ass.’ His utter shock is incredibly satisfying, but it’s when he steps back I know I’ve won. I’m free. After far too long, I finally take a real breath. 
‘Blake and I will be back on Monday to get the rest of my things. Please don’t be here.’ I shove past him, yank the door open, and stride to my car, trying not to look like I’m hurrying. I slide behind the wheel and toss my duffle and laptop case onto the passenger seat. It takes intense concentration not to lose my shit right there, or glance in my rearview mirror to make sure he isn’t coming after me. I start the car, throw it into gear, and pull out of the driveway, leaving him and this miserable situation behind me for good.






  
  2
QUINN


“Big meeting today, right?” 
I pat my pockets, checking for my phone and wallet. “Yeah. First thing this morning. That’s why I’m headed in early. I want to have time to get a coffee and see if anyone knows what it’s about.”
Jules hands me my messenger bag. “Well, text me and tell me what happens. If it is about the promotion, I’m sure you’ll get it. All your overtime and extra projects? They have to see that you’re the best candidate.”
I smile my thanks, both for the messenger bag and his confidence in me, and head for the front door. “Fingers crossed!” I snatch my keys from the catch-all bowl in the entry and settle the brown leather strap of my messenger bag over my shoulder. “Unfortunately, I can’t guarantee Dick agrees with you.” 
Richard Roi is my boss and one of two partners who own Roi Bennet Collective, the architectural firm in Seattle where I work. To those of us unfortunate enough to report directly to him, he’s Dick because he is one. Not that we call him that to his face. And really, he’s more of an asshole, but that’s not as funny. I chuckle and consider my sense of humor may need to grow up. Jules snickers and I forget the thought immediately. We’re friends for a reason.
Jules’ smile fades and he reaches up to grip my shoulder. “He and Jason both know you’re the best candidate, but I suppose it doesn’t mean they’ll acknowledge it. I’m sure if the choice was solely up to Jason, he’d have given you the promotion already. He loves your work.” 
“Hopefully that’s enough. I’ll text you once I know something. It could have nothing at all to do with the senior architect position.” But I really hope it does. A promotion like this would earn me higher-profile projects and give me a boost toward my long-term goal of starting my own company. It’s been a dream since I was old enough to know working the family farm wasn’t what I wanted my future to be. Not that there’s anything wrong with farming. It’s been good enough for my da, and now for my brother Cam, and it was a wonderful place to be a kid, but it’s not where I see my future.
“It’ll happen, Quinn. I know it.” 
Jules’ steady support has often been the difference between giving up on my dream or continuing to try. “Hey, you gonna be home tonight? We could hang out, watch a movie or play some video games. I miss that.”
“I’ve missed that too. And I’d love to.” Jules grimaces and lets out a pathetic groan. “I suppose it’s good that I’m in the office today. At least I’ll be home early.” 
I wince because on the best of days, Jules doesn’t really do people well. Office settings for him are stressful. “Sympathies, man.” I give his shoulder a squeeze. “You can do it, though. I have confidence in you.” 
He grimaces. “Yeah. I can. I’d just rather not.”
“Tonight we’ll order takeout and play more Hypernova Backlash.” 
That gets me a genuine smile. “Can we order from that new Greek place?”
“Absolutely. I’ll text you before I leave the office. You can call in an order and I’ll grab it on my way home.” I check the time. “Hey, gotta run. I’ll see you tonight!” 
I head out of our apartment, take the stairs to street level, then exit onto the sidewalk, heading towards Capitol Hill Station. It’s a beautiful early September morning. The sky is bright blue and completely cloud-free, and the air is crisp but not cold. By some minor miracle, I catch the light at the corner, cross the street to the Link station, and make it onto the very next train. Minutes later, I’m downtown with more than enough time to stop at my favorite little coffee shop for the best house blend ever. 
I step inside and to the back of the queue as the gravelly rasp of Melissa Etheridge wafts from the cafe’s sound system. Amanda, the owner of Love ’n Cup, catches my eye. 
“Your usual?” 
I nod and smile, then take a quick glance around the cafe to see if anyone I know is here. Many evenings and weekends, I come here and tuck myself into a corner table to work on projects and drink my favorite coffee. I love the cozy-urban vibe of the exposed red brick and comfortable leather furniture. The walls are covered with beautiful pictures by local LGBTQ artists, photographs of AIDS Quilt panels, and portraits of the vanguards of the gay rights movement. It’s warm, welcoming, and I feel at home here. 
“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t understand.”
I glance around the four people ahead of me in line. There’s a man at the register and there seems to be a problem. He’s about five-ten with dark wavy hair slicked back in a professional style. His gorgeous navy blue suit is obviously tailored because it perfectly fits his massive shoulders and broad back and tapers in at his trim waist. I’d lay odds he looks as good out of that suit as he does in it. 
He gestures to Jenni, who appears to be incredibly flustered, shaking her head in confusion. I’m about to step out of line to help when Amanda moves up to the counter and smiles, speaking in over-enunciated and very loud words. “I’m so sorry, sir. What do you need?” The man shakes his head, and I see him make the ASL signs for ‘sorry’ and ‘please’. With the way he’s standing, I’m not able to read his expression, but the tense line of his shoulders is pretty clear.
“Excuse me.” I gently edge around the woman in front of me and hope I’m not about to make the situation infinitely worse. Many years ago, I knew ASL pretty well, though I’ve forgotten quite a lot. It’s been almost a decade since I used it with any regularity, and languages are definitely a use-it-or-lose-it skill. As I get closer to the counter, I smile at Amanda and Jenni. “I might be able to help. I hope.” I place my hand on the guy’s shoulder. With a hearing person, I’d just clear my throat and start speaking, but in Deaf culture, this kind of touching is acceptable, even normal, to get someone’s attention. 
When the man turns toward me, my brain stutters to a halt. Piercing crystal blue eyes, the likes of which I’ve only ever seen in magazines, lock onto mine. It’s as if I’m the only other person here. The intensity of his gaze is a little intimidating, but there’s no hostility or annoyance at my interruption, just a kind of resigned expectation. ‘Excuse me,’ I sign. A spark lights his eyes. ‘May I help?’ His thousand-watt smile of white, perfect teeth and full, pink lips almost takes my breath away, but it’s his incredibly deep dimples, one in each chiseled cheek, that threaten to bring me to my knees. Dimples are my kryptonite.
“What did he say?” 
I blink. Shit. I wasn’t paying attention. ‘Sorry. I missed that. Please, sign it again?’ I focus this time. The speed of my signing tips him off that I’m not fluent and he slowly repeats what he’d signed. “Something about the food. He has a…” Whatever sign he’s making is one I don’t know, so I repeat it back, followed by, ‘Sorry. That means what?’ 
He fingerspells allergy and I’m about to relay that to Amanda, but he waves me off. ‘It’s fine. Pen and paper?’ 
A little embarrassed and a lot disappointed in myself, I pass along his request. “He wants paper and a pen.” 
“Oh! Well, that’s easy enough!” Amanda’s laugh is a little fast and high-pitched. She grabs a pen from the counter, rips some receipt paper from the register, and hands both over. The guy jots down a note, gives the slip of paper back, and waits patiently. Amanda reads it and shakes her head, smiling at him. “No. We don’t use coconut oil in our baking.” I don’t bother translating. Amanda’s no, and the shake of her head, are clear enough. 
Muttering and some not-so-subtle huffing noises come from the line of customers who’ve been patiently waiting while this has been going on. Amanda puts a smile on her face and looks at the people behind me. “Thank you all for your patience while we work through a minor hiccup. Because you’ve been so understanding, your beverage of choice will be on us this morning.” That has everyone singing a different tune, and the tension from the line evaporates. The guy with the gorgeous dimples gestures to have the paper again and, on the opposite side, writes something and hands everything back. Amanda nods and begins filling his order. 
I tap his shoulder, and when he turns around, I point to myself and then to the line, letting him know I’m stepping back. He smiles and signs, ‘Thank you for your help.’ He says something more about his phone, and I catch the sign for ‘lost,’ but that’s all I’m able to understand. 
‘It’s fine.’ Not for the first time, I wonder why ASL doesn’t have a sign for ‘you’re welcome’ in this context. 
Before I move, Amanda calls my name and holds out a cup for me. “On the house. Thank you for helping us! I didn’t know what he was asking for!”
I take the offered coffee. “You’re welcome, but I wasn’t really any help, and you definitely don’t need to do this.” I raise my cup, showing what this is. It doesn’t feel right not paying, especially when I got my order before everyone else in line.
“Quinn, you spend enough time and money here that I can give you one guilt-free coffee on the house as a thank you.” She waves me off.
“Well, thanks. I appreciate it.” I walk over to the small table with the creamers and sugars and add half-and-half to my coffee. Amanda gives the handsome man with the swoon-worthy dimples two drinks and a small bag of pastries, and I briefly wonder who the other coffee is for. He takes out his wallet, but Amanda waves him off too. He looks confused and signs, ‘You’re sure?’ Amanda must be able to read his lips because she nods and beams at him. He shrugs and signs a quick thank you. Before I can glance away and pretend I haven’t been staring at him the entire time, he scans the room and catches my eye, jerks his head up in a quick thanks, then turns around and leaves. I cross the room to the large plate-glass windows and follow him with my eyes until he’s too far down the sidewalk to see. 
I used to be reasonably fluent in ASL but had little use for it or the opportunity to practice once I got out of school. I wince as I hear my father’s deep, gentle voice reminding me that lying to myself is still lying. Jules and I studied ASL in high school and college, but where I’d let my skills go, he’d continued to practice. Guilt and embarrassment eat at me, and I’m determined to fix this. I dig my phone from my pocket and fire off a text.

Me:

Would you help me brush up my ASL?



There’s a brief pause before the little dancing dots appear on my screen. 

Jules:

Sure! I’d love to! What brought this on?

Me:

Long story. Tell you tonight.

Jules:

thumbs up emoji



I check the time, wave to Amanda and Jenni, and head out the door. 
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TADHG


A flash of white-blond hair catches my eye and I weave through the congested lobby, trying to reach my interpreter, Kaino, without getting jostled or dropping one of the cups I’m holding. They’re waiting near the small people-free zone around the security desk, and when I finally make it to them, I hand over their cup of coffee and the bag of scones. ‘For you.’ 
They take both with a nod and set the cup on the desk. ‘Thanks. How much do I owe you?’
I wave them off. ‘Nothing. I was getting something for myself, so I got you something too.’ They nod their thanks and take a sip. Kaino is my preferred interpreter when I come back to Seattle for family functions or one of my stepbrother’s author events. We’ve worked together many times before, which is why I know how they like their coffee. 
Kaino pauses with the cup halfway to their lips and glances to the left. I follow their gaze to a tall brown-skinned woman in a black suit with a white button-front shirt and a brushed-nickel name badge on her lapel that reads A. Rodrigo. Her black hair is pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck, and her warm brown eyes are focused on Kaino. They set down their cup and bag and step back so they can see both me and the woman behind the desk. “My name is Kaino Nieminen, and I am here as interpreter for Tadhg Byrne, who should be on your list. He’s a new employee of Roi Bennet Collective.” They speak as they sign, so both A. Rodrigo and I know what’s being said. 
Ms. Rodrigo types something into the computer and nods. Without looking away from the screen, she speaks, and I watch Kaino. “Please step to the left of the desk. Stand with your back to the white background, and your feet on the tape line. I’ll take your picture for your security pass.”
I set my cup on the desk, step around to take my place as directed, look into the camera, and wait. There isn’t a flash and I’m not sure if there should be, so I stay put until Kaino taps me on the arm. ‘Finished.’ 
I nod and follow them back to the front of the desk, picking up my cup again. Ms. Rodrigo types into the computer for another few minutes and then looks at Kaino. I keep my eyes on them and their hands begin to move. “I’ve let the Roi Bennet receptionist know you’re here. Someone will be down to get you. Please wait here.”
It takes a few minutes, but just as I’m handed a lanyard and a laminated employee badge with my picture and an RFID chip, a petite woman exits the elevator. Everything about her appearance is unexceptional. Her salon-blonde hair, white blouse, beige pencil-skirt suit, and low-heeled shoes are expensive but unremarkable. But the energy she exudes leaves no doubt this woman is a force to be reckoned with. We watch her walk against the flow of people jostling to get into the empty elevators, and the crowd parts for her without actually noticing she’s there. I’m going to stay on her good side. 
She stops a few feet away, looks directly at me, and extends her hand. I see sharp intelligence in her gaze, and her handshake is firm. When her lips begin to move, I watch Kaino. “Good morning Mr. Byrne. I am Lucinda Periman, Human Resource Director for Roi Bennet Collective. Welcome to the team.” 
I look back at Lucinda and smile, pleased that she still has eyes on me and not Kaino. ‘Good morning, and thank you. I’m very happy to be here.’ 
And I am. Leaving Los Angeles without a job had been scary, but necessary. Thankfully, I’d been able to move in with my stepbrother while I continued to interview with Roi Bennet. My former company gave me a glowing reference, and I suspect my manager put in a good word. The entire process happened in a matter of weeks and eliminated most of the worry I’d had about leaving LA so quickly.
Lucinda shakes Kaino’s hand and I assume she’s introducing herself to them. That’s quickly confirmed when Kaino relays the exchange. “Please follow me.” She turns around and leads us to the elevators where we wait a few minutes for the next car. When we step inside, Kaino begins signing. “We’ll start with a tour of the offices and I’ll show you where you’ll be working. You’ve met the partners during your interview process, so this morning we’ll stop in to say hello, but won’t linger. There will be a morning meeting with the department to introduce you to the team. Then there will be paperwork to fill out and orientation films to watch. After that, you’ll be back with Richard Roi, who will be your manager. He’ll provide an overview of how he runs the department and introduce you to your company mentor.” As she finishes reviewing the day’s schedule, the elevator stops and the doors slide open to a spectacular view of Elliott Bay. I look out the floor-to-ceiling windows and marvel at the stunning blue water. It’s breathtaking. Before I get too lost in the view, Kaino taps my arm and jerks their head toward the retreating form of Lucinda Periman. 
We catch up in front of a set of large oak doors, and I watch as she knocks three times, pauses, and steps in. We enter a brightly lit office with the same immense windows as the lobby and a lot of modern chrome and glass furniture. The space has a zen feeling that’s calming and creatively freeing. I’d love to have an office like this. 
I pull my gaze back to the reason we’re here. Jason Bennet stands behind his desk, hand extended, with a welcoming smile. He’s an attractive older man with wavy dark brown hair that’s just starting to go gray at his temples. He’s about my height, and though he’s probably in his early fifties, he obviously takes care of himself. I step forward and shake his hand. His eyes twinkle, and I assume I’ve been caught looking. 
His lips move and I switch my gaze to Kaino. “Good morning, Tadhg. So good to have you here! How was the move back to Seattle?” The entire time he addresses his words to me, and not Kaino, and a kernel of hope forms in my chest. At least there are some people here who understand.
‘Relatively uneventful.’ Thankfully, Aston made himself scarce when Blake and I arrived with the moving people, and I got to Seattle without another confrontation. ‘I wanted to thank you for the time you gave me to get my family situation settled.’ I’d pushed my start date by a few weeks claiming a family emergency. It wasn’t actually a lie. I just didn’t tell them I’d been the emergency.
Jason smiles. “Not a problem. I hope everything resolved satisfactorily, and I’m sure you’ll settle in here quickly. Lucinda will ensure you have everything you need, but please stop by if there’s something I can do for you. My door is always open.” That seems to be our cue to leave. Lucinda turns and heads to the door. 
I extend my hand to Jason again, and we shake. ‘Thank you for the opportunity. It’s a pleasure to work for such a well-respected company.’ He gives me another brief smile, then his eyes drift to his monitor, and he sits back down, sucked into whatever he’s working on. I follow Lucinda, and once again, Kaino and I hurry to catch up. She may be petite, but she’s fast! 
We walk across to the opposite end of the floor and into an identical office, only this time the furniture is dark, and the space seems static. The man sitting behind the desk doesn’t bother getting up. We wait for several minutes before he looks away from his monitor, his flat brown eyes skimming over me, then Kaino with very little recognition before settling on Lucinda. His lips don’t move, but Kaino’s hands rise and he repositions himself to better see us both. “Good morning, Richard. You remember Tadhg Byrne, and his interpreter, Kaino Nieminen.” He doesn’t bother to glance our way again, but stares at Lucinda with a bored expression. “I’ll take them on a tour of the facilities and then bring them back here before your morning meeting.” Richard nods once and looks at his computer screen. The dismissal is obvious. We follow Lucinda out and the little hope I’d had about this being an inclusive work environment fizzles and dies. 
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QUINN


With a quick glance both ways, I step off the curb, jaywalking across the street at a jog, and push through the revolving door of the modern steel and glass skyscraper that is headquarters for Roi Bennet Collective. I give a little hip check to the scanning machine at security, hear the beep as it registers the employee badge in my wallet, and join the people waiting at the elevators. We ride in silence to our respective floors, and when I exit the elevator, I pause and gaze at the stunning view of Elliott Bay. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” 
I spin around, almost spilling my coffee, and smile at Jason Bennet. “Yes, gorgeous! It never gets old. Good morning Jason.” 
I extend a hand to the more silent partner of Roi Bennet, and he shakes it firmly, a friendly smile on his lips. Jason is shorter than my six feet, but he’s intelligent, charismatic, and the way he carries himself leaves an impression of a much larger man. I wish I reported directly to him. He’s a much kinder person than Richard, always giving praise for a job well done, encouraging employees to stretch their skills by inviting them to work on some of his pet projects. His focus is on experimental types of architectural design, and he leaves the day-to-day running of the company to Richard. Unfortunately. “Good morning Quinn. Excellent work on the Meriweather project. Under budget and early, as usual. I wish we could clone you, but the government frowns on that.” His brown eyes sparkle with amusement.
I grin back, excited that he’s happy with my efforts. “I think my siblings would, too. In fact, I can guarantee they’d tell you one of me is more than enough.” 
He shrugs and winks. “I suppose we’ll have to make do, then.” The elevator dings, and the doors open. “I have to run. Nice to see you, Quinn.”
“Good to see you too, Jason.” I turn and stride to my desk, barely setting down my messenger bag, when a deep voice rumbles behind me. “Hey, Quinn. Meeting in the main conference room in five, so if you want a coffee, grab it now.”
“Hey, Tom. Thanks, but I grabbed one on the way in.” Tom Randall is a soft-spoken mountain of a man who’s been my desk neighbor since I started here five years ago. He looks like a big teddy bear, and if you ask his wife Josie, he is. But he’s also six feet four inches of muscled ex-military, which means he’s disciplined, detailed, and not easily ruffled. He’s also an amazing architect. We don’t get to work on many of the same projects because his focus is architectural landscaping, and mine is residential architecture, but since day one, he’s been generous with his time and we’ve become great friends. I sip my coffee and lean against my desk. “Any clue what the meeting’s about?” 
“Nope. But there were two guys I don’t recognize wandering around with HR. I don’t have a good feeling about that.” He knows I’ve been pulling out all the stops to get this promotion, and new people don’t bode well.
I groan. “HR keeps saying the company is eager to promote from within.” Even though the last two opportunities went to outsiders, we were hoping they meant it this time. “Fuck.”
“Yeah. That was my thought, too.” Tom squeezes my shoulder and nods toward the break room. “I’m gonna grab a coffee.” He glances at his watch. “Meeting’s in three.”
People are streaming toward the conference room, and I grab a pen and tablet of paper and join them. Most of the chairs around the large wooden table are already taken, so I head to the back, where I’ll have a better view of the proceedings. Tom and a few other stragglers trickle in a minute later, their voices adding to the low buzz of murmured conversations, but it all dies away when Richard Roi walks in, followed by the two men Tom mentioned. 
The first is petite, about five-six or seven, with white-blond hair and eyes so green I can see their rich color from across the room. It’s striking against his black button-front shirt and dress slacks. He’s attractive in a cool, detached sort of way, but I immediately forget all about him as I see the other guy. It’s Dimples from the cafe. My heart rate increases and I can’t tell if it’s a reaction to how attractive he is or if it’s from a growing sense of unease. Whoever they are, it can’t be good for those of us trying for the promotion that Richard dangles in front of us like an ever-decaying carrot. 
“Good morning.” My attention snaps to Richard. “We have work to do, so I’ll make this brief.” In my peripheral vision, I see the blond man’s hands fly through ASL signs, interpreting everything Richard says. “Jason and I are still considering candidates for senior architect, and we hope to make that decision soon.” Inwardly, I groan. Of course they haven’t picked anyone yet. Tormenting us is too much fun for Richard. “However, we want to share some excellent news. Through a bit of good timing, Roi Bennet Collective has enticed a highly skilled, up-and-coming architect into our fold. Please join me in welcoming Tadhg Byrne to Roi Bennet Collective.”
Surprised mumbling sweeps through the conference room, followed by a decently lively round of applause. It takes me a moment to realize that Dimples is Tadhg Byrne, and holy shit, up-and-coming is an understatement. His innovative take on the modern single-family home is inspired! I’ve read articles about him and his incredible projects.
I’m pulled out of my thoughts as the interpreter speaks. “Good morning. I’m Tadhg Byrne.” His voice is surprisingly deep and smooth, but it’s Tadhg that draws my eyes as words flow gracefully from his hands. “Thank you, Richard, and Jason, for the opportunity to work at such a well-respected company and with such talented people.” I struggle to dredge up my ASL and follow what he’s signing, but I’m woefully out of practice, and with my skills as rusty as they are, the interpreter’s vocalizing is a distraction. My brain isn’t sure which language to focus on. “I look forward to working with each of you.” He glances around the room, but his smile doesn’t quite reach his beautiful eyes. When he gets to me, there’s a momentary pause, as if he’s figuring out why I’m familiar. The missing sparkle appears, and his grin deepens until his dimples are visible. I grin back, stupidly thrilled by his reaction.
Richard turns, no doubt curious about what caught Tadhg’s attention, and glares at me, which I ignore. He clears his throat and assumes control of the room. “Thank you, Tadhg. We’re happy to have you here. Thank you, everyone, for your attention. Now, back to work.” 
The room empties quickly, several people shaking Tadhg’s hand before hurrying out, but no one stops to talk. I hang back and try to calm my nerves as the last of my coworkers file past him. I nod hello to the interpreter, then meet Tadhg’s eyes and smile. ‘Hi. My name is Quinn MacDougall.’ My fingers are stiff as I shape the letters, but I don’t speak out loud while I sign. Tadhg and his interpreter will know what I’m signing, and fuck Richard. I show him my name sign, which is the letter Q. ‘Nice to meet you again.’ I want to say so much more, but I feel Richard’s stare boring into me, and it’s enough to make my mind go blank.
Tadhg’s smile is brilliant, though, and my cheeks get warm. Shit. It’s like I’m back in high school trying to figure out what to say to Zack Neisim, the most beautiful boy fifteen-year-old me had ever seen. He was smart, handsome, and kind, and everyone had a crush on him. Gangly limbed, freckle-faced, red-haired me never stood a chance. 
‘Nice to meet you, Quinn. I’m Tadhg.’ He follows it up by placing his thumb in the sexy divot of his right cheek, making a twisting motion with his fist. ‘This is my name sign.’ He makes the motion again, and I grin. It’s the sign for “dimple”. ‘Thank you for your help this morning.’
I am about to attempt a reply when Richard clears his throat behind me. My nerves and Dick’s glare boring into me make me unable to pull information from the archives of my brain. I give up and address Tadhg as I speak, knowing the interpreter will sign my words. “You’re very welcome. Glad I was there to help. I wish I could stay and talk, but work calls.” I extend my hand, and Tadhg takes it in a nice, firm grip, his gaze steady and intense. He probably engages like this with everyone, but he’s focused solely on me, and it’s seriously intoxicating. “I hope at some point we can sit down, and I can ask you about your designs. I’m a fan of your work.” 
He nods and slowly lets go of my hand before signing. ‘I’d like that.’
“I’ll see you around.” I force my eyes away and wave a brief goodbye to the interpreter as I return to my desk, feeling like the world has made an unexpected shift.
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To say it surprised me to see the hot guy from the coffee shop at my new job is an understatement. Quinn. His name is Quinn. And he’s adorable. Wait, no. He isn’t adorable. The way he’d concentrated on signing had been adorable. Okay, not adorable. It had been nice. Or fine, even. Yeah, definitely just fine. 
And there’s nothing wrong with professional interest. Which obviously is all this is. My heart is racing because of first-day nerves. That’s totally understandable and has nothing to do with the almost frightening level of attraction I’m feeling. 
Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. Fine. He’s attractive. But under no circumstances will I do anything about it. I don’t need that complication. No hookups, no dating, no relationship. I’m fine just as things are. Plus Quinn doesn’t know ASL. Okay, he seems to know the basics, but I have no interest in playing instructor. Not with ASL, anyway. Wait! Jesus, what is wrong with me? Even thinking about that with a coworker, especially one I just met, is supremely stupid. 
I watch Quinn leave and remind myself he’s a distraction, no matter how hot he is. But damn, Quinn MacDougall is very hot. In fact, he ticks all my boxes. Tall? Check. He’s at least six feet. Blue eyes? Check. They are a beautiful deep blue, and I could lose myself in their velvety depths. Even his dark red hair and smattering of freckles work for me. And fit? Dear god, check. Quinn has the broad chest, back, and seriously wide shoulders of a swimmer. I’ll bet he’s a breaststroke man. I very purposely do not imagine him in a competition speedo. Walking around the office with a hard-on would not be a good idea. I glance back to Kaino, who has a very faint smirk on their face, like they know what I’m thinking. I point at them. ‘Don’t even start.’ Kaino just cocks an eyebrow and raises their hands in surrender.
Richard glances between us, brows drawn into a scowl, but before he says anything, Lucinda steps into the room, and Kaino and I follow her out. We spend the rest of our morning in HR, writing the same information in different order in tiny box after tiny box on form after form. Then I watch ancient videos on absolutely gripping topics like workplace safety and sexual harassment. Yes, I know they’re important. It doesn’t make it any easier to sit through the painfully over-exaggerated scenarios and ridiculous acting. I guess it makes them memorable, which is kind of the point. Kaino carefully interprets them for me since none of them has closed captioning. Neither of us is surprised. 
By the time Richard comes to take us to lunch at a very upscale restaurant, I have a low-grade headache. It only gets worse after an hour of Richard monopolizing the conversation. I’m not sure poor Kaino even eats since they’ve had to interpret through most of the meal. Richard wipes his mouth with this napkin and tosses it carelessly next to his empty plate. “The fact is, I bring in the actual business to Roi Bennet. Jason is an excellent architect. It’s why we’re partners. But much of the time, his head is in the clouds and occupied with his pet projects.” As Kaino interprets Richard’s words, I struggle to keep my expression neutral. So much of what he’s saying reminds me of Aston and his condescending attitude that I have to take frequent deep breaths and consciously unclench my fists. I wonder if Jason knows Richard talks about him like this. “He’s lucky we don’t have a board of directors or they’d be demanding he pay more attention to bigger budget clients. He’s far too focused on going green and community projects.” Richard looks at Kaino meaningfully, as if that will transfer his sentiments to me. Kaino is too professional to show their annoyance at the slight, but I know them too well and can see the twitch of irritation. “You’re doing well yourself, Tadhg. I’m sure being at Roi Bennet will allow you further opportunities to garner industry attention.” I nod and wish I were back in HR filling out paperwork because that would be more enjoyable than this hell. “We have a senior architect position open. If you play your cards right, you could earn that place. You made a wise decision to work for Roi Bennet.” 
While it would be nice, if I were actually being considered, why not bring me in at the senior level from the start? ‘Aren’t there current employees interested in that position?’ I don’t think I’m overstepping by asking. It’s a logical conclusion, but the scowl on Richard’s face says I may have hit a nerve.
“Yes, but no one is jumping out as the front runner and I won’t give the position to just anyone.” He leans back in his seat and smirks. “I might take you under my wing and mentor you myself.” God save me from such a fate. I manage not to shudder. The rest of lunch continues in the same vein, so when we’re finally back at the office, I’m happy to be handed off to IT for the obligatory intranet login and software package training.
By the time the workday ends and my feet hit the sidewalk, I’m drained. I imagine Kaino feels the same. ‘It was great to see you again. Now that I’m back in Seattle, we should hang out sometime.’ 
Kaino nods and holds out their hand, which I grasp. ‘That would be nice.’ They point to something over my shoulder. ‘I think your ride’s here.’ 
I glance behind me at the long black Town Car that Blake must have sent. ‘Seems like it. Have a good night.’ Kaino nods in return and walks off in the direction of the parking garage. 
I turn toward the Town Car, and the driver opens the back door. To my amazement, Blake is in the back seat. I slide in next to him, grateful I don’t have to navigate Seattle rush hour traffic, especially after the day I’ve had. ‘I didn’t expect to see you until much later. You left work early.’
Blake makes a sour face. ‘I have a dinner function tonight, so I cut out a bit early to grab a shower and change.’ Not that he needs it. Even after a full workday, he looks put together, dark hair perfectly styled and his bespoke suit still looking pressed and fresh. ‘Here, this is yours, right?’ 
Blake holds out my phone, and I sag with relief. ‘Thank you! I wasn’t sure where I’d left it.’ I slip it into my breast pocket, grateful to have the familiar weight with me once again. It had been nerve-wracking to be without my most convenient method for communicating with Hearing people. ‘So, what event do you have tonight?’
‘I’ve signed a new author and one of my editors and I are meeting with him to discuss strategy and timing.’ Blake rubs his face. ‘I’d much rather be at home.’ I watch him laugh, but tiredness makes his broad shoulders droop. ‘Getting old sucks.’
‘You’re forty-six. That’s not old.’
‘It
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