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Barefoot Beach


​Part 1: Brayden York


Chapter 1: A Straight Guy

“I will admit nothing to you, Ging, even if
you’re my best friend. You have to understand this. I promised not
to say anything about Brayden York, and won’t.” Ging Hu and I were
drinking again, doing shots of tequila on a Saturday night in late
May. We sat on his back patio in nothing more than our swimming
trunks because of the ninety-plus degrees and no wind, which made
it stifling. The night along Barefoot Beach and the Gulf was
stunning though because of its starry sky, brilliant moon, and the
occasional falling star that zoomed over the ocean’s navy blue and
arched horizon. Western Florida was unbearably hot at times, we
agreed, but about as beautiful as any postcard in nearby gift
shops.

“I want to know everything,” Ging
said, downing another shot. He was on his seventh one and was quite
happy, always the silly and interrogative drinker. Two more and he
would have passed out, unable to hold his liquor down like a
sailor. Ging didn't travel the seven seas, though. Instead, he was
a Vietnamese beefcake who taught yoga at his prized business called
Ging Hu & You Yoga.

“No can do,” I said, downing my fifth shot,
and feeling it go straight to my head within a split second.
Regrettably, I had to stop drinking with my male pal, but I really
didn’t want to, because I was enjoying his company. A drive on my
Honda TRX450R ATV down Barefoot Beach to my bungalow was in order,
and tapping off my indulgence of tequila was necessary. Honestly, I
could have spent half the night talking to my handsome
Asian-American friend because I had known him since grade school,
and we lived next door to each other for more than half our lives,
and because I simply favored his companionship. He knew my
business, and I knew his, just as friends relate, but I wasn’t
about to share a single bit of information with him regarding
Brayden York. My lips were sealed on that topic, and Ging wasn’t
about to pry them open and extract information and details from
me.

“I’ve seen shirtless pictures of him on the
Internet,” he said, teasing me. “I’m sure you haven’t because it
took me hours to find them. But they are there, no less.”

“In time I will see Brayden with his shirt
off. Give me another week and I’ll have the stud out of his running
shorts and in my face, if you know what I mean.”

He laughed at me because he understood
exactly what I was talking about. Or maybe he was laughing because
of what I said, or because of the number of tequila shots he downed
during our evening together. Not that it mattered, anyway. Ging was
a good companion, and my best friend for life. Never had he
betrayed me, lied to me, or stolen from me. The man was honest,
trusting, and had my back, no matter what.

“I’ll share one tiny bit of information with
you that happened over lunch with Brayden today,” I said, grinning
from ear to ear, and loving girl talk with my girl pal.

“Spill it, Ian. Don’t hold back. Leave no
details spared.” He sat on the edge of his seat with his empty shot
glass, wide-eyed in the semi-darkness. His obnoxious grin
practically begged me to share some juicy details with him about my
afternoon date with the real estate agent.

“He’s allergic to ginger.”

“Ginger?” Ging said. “No one’s allergic to
ginger.”

“Brayden is. He breaks out in hives.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re bullshitting me.
And even if you’re not, that’s a lame detail. I want some spice.
Give me something else. What you just told me shouldn’t count.”

Speaking of spice, Ging’s bald bronco of a
husband exited the bungalow, entered our twosome on the patio,
brushed a hand down and over his naked and beefy chest in the
shadows, and asked, “What are you two drama queens up to this
evening?”

I watched Nick Batton find his pack of
cigarettes next to me. He removed one from the pack, retrieved his
lighter, and illuminated the cancer stick. Within seconds he
inhaled, exhaled, and went for a second hit, standing just a few
feet away from me.

“Ian says that his new lover boy is allergic
to ginger. I think he’s full of bullshit.”

Nick laughed at our play, enjoying his
cigarette. The guy stood at six-four and shadowed me. He was
barefoot like Ging and me, and wore nothing more than a pair of
shorts, which clung to his massive thighs and outlined his titanic
crotch.

“I’m staying out of this one, girls. You can
spend all night fighting it out. I’m turning in with a book to
read.” Nick walked over to his Vietnamese lover and pressed a kiss
to my friend’s lips. Following the quick kiss he pulled away from
Ging and said, “Goodnight, babe. Love you. And don’t stay up half
the night like the two of you sometimes do.”

Ging told Nick that he also loved him, and
then Nick was gone with his cigarette, vanishing from the patio and
leaving me alone with Ging again. I watched Ging pour another shot
for himself, which he downed like an alcoholic, but wasn't.
Thereafter, he rubbed the back of his left hand across his mouth.
His dark eyes connected to my cocoa-brown ones and he said, “Back
to Brayden. I still want to hear something juicy about him. Spill
it, Ian. Don’t hold back. No funny games about ginger again,
okay?”

In truth, there was very little to divulge
about the real estate agent because of my lack of knowledge
regarding the man. Ging already knew the guy was drop dead gorgeous
and looked irresistible with his waves of blond hair and sparkling
blue eyes. Ging also knew that Brayden was twenty-seven, lived in
bungalow twenty-two on Barefoot Drive along the beach, and drove a
silver, bullet-shaped Mercedes, which was classy in my opinion.
Other details were limited and unavailable about Brayden, but that
didn’t mean I wouldn’t soon find them out. To fulfill my friend’s
interest, unable to spill a string of details about Brayden, I
simply stated, “We merely had lunch together. It was nothing
spectacular. How can salads and iced water be romantic? Besides, I
don’t even think the guy is queer. He probably has a wife and seven
kids stashed away in Louisiana or Georgia. I don’t want to bark up
the wrong man-tree and make an ass out of myself.”

“God knows you’re good at that,” Ging said,
which was probably true since I didn’t have much luck with queer
men. Truth was he wasn’t kidding at all. How many times had I
chased after a straight guy and gotten burned, learning of their
heterosexual lifestyles, secret girlfriends, and sometimes a slew
of children? Too many times to count. Ging knew I had some pretty
bad luck regarding men and I tended to accidentally fall in the
trap of dating thieves, players, liars, or numerous straight guys.
I was his entertainment on too many occasions; the dramatics of
dating that he didn’t have in his life since he was taken by the
adorable and hulking Nick Batton, his husband of six years, his
lover, his soul mate—the same kind of guy I wanted in my own life
but just hadn’t discovered as of yet.

“I’m going home, friend,” I told Ging, drunk
and tired, and ready to turn in for the night.

He watched me rise from my seat, blow him a
kiss, and make my exit to the ATV that was parked in the sand some
twenty feet away from the brick patio. “Be careful, darling. Don’t
hit any lifeguards with that thing,” he said, joking.

“I’ll try my best!” I said over my right
shoulder, waved goodbye, started the ATV, and drove the six hundred
feet to my own bungalow, number three, which was a twin to Ging’s
and Nick’s—a sister abode that I had fallen in love with moons ago,
and wasn’t about to sell anytime soon, even if the pretty boy
Brayden York wanted to buy the property out from under me, like all
the other bungalows on Barefoot Drive and Beach.

* * * *


Chapter 2: Uneasy Sleep

I couldn’t sleep, although I should have
slept like a cub from the tequila I had shared with Ging on his
patio. Instead, I stared at the ceiling and watched an intrusive
lizard—gray, small, and one of millions in Florida—scurry from one
corner of the room to the other, zigzagging wildly as if it too
were semi-blitzed. My mind shifted to my late lunch with Brayden at
the Petticoat Bar, one of Barefoot Beach’s prized hubs for
microbrewery beers, good food, and queer entertainment on the
weekends, which usually consisted of drag queen competitions, Lady
Gaga sing-a-longs, and wet chest competitions for chiseled
beefcakes. Two of my friends owned the place, Marley Simon and Dax
Burtle, and the cute couple were very successful regarding their
business, welcoming queers from nearby and afar.

It was Brayden who had contacted me out of
the blue that late morning, calling my office at Turtle Bay
Publishing (TBP). Vivian, my secretary of four years, had passed
him through to me, which was not uncommon behavior for her.
Brayden’s voice was deep and sexy as hell. “Mr. Shawford, this is
Brayden York. I’m sure you don’t remember me.”

The name didn’t ring a bell. Maybe we did
meet at one point in our pasts. Many authors, their pesky agents,
and their public relations grunts had contacted me during my years
at the small publishing house on numerous occasions. To lose a name
within the folds of my memory was not unusual. Perhaps Brayden York
was a new agent to one of our published authors, calling to
introduce himself. Or maybe he just happened to be a vintage writer
who wanted to publish a limited edition of his two hundred-page
novella: a special collector’s item with gold-gilded edges,
numbered by the author, and hand-signed, which my small press
specialized in making. Some authors or their agents contacted me
for such possibilities, of course, which I always spoke to, and
kindly.

“How may I help you, Mr. York?”

Our discussion was brief and to the point. He
spoke about my residence, bungalow three, on Barefoot Drive and
Beach without mentioning the creation of a short and wordy tome
that he had wanted a limited distribution of for his cherished
fans. I had quickly learned that Brayden York was a real estate
agent who had purchased bungalows along the coast, remodeled the
abodes into precious gems and posh palaces for the wealthy, and
sold the properties for extremely high prices, earning his living,
which Ging had said was in the millions according to his Internet
findings. My bungalow just happened to be on Brayden’s list of
interesting prizes, which he assumed he could make a small fortune
from in just a few months’ time and very little work.

“The property isn’t for sale, Brayden.” I
purposely called him by his first name, making him realize the
abrupt honesty I was attempting to impose on him.

“I’m sure everyone has a price, Mr. Shawford.
People and their properties can be bought. Trust me when I say
this. I’ve been in business for the last few years and I’m an
expert in that field.”

He sounded arrogant and to the point, which
didn’t faze me in the slightest, particularly his pressuring tactic
and insistence. Instead, I said, “I’m not everyone, Mr. York, which
I presume you understand.”

“Can we discuss this in further detail over
lunch at Mostel’s Beach Bistro, Mr. Shawford? I have some very
interesting statistics of rehab and resell to show you. I’m sure
you’ll be interested in what I have to say.”

I wasn’t into pony shows, especially ones
regarding the sale of my property when I wanted to keep it as an
asset. Frankly, I was shaking my head when he mentioned having
lunch with me, but what slipped out of my mouth was the complete
opposite message I wanted to share with him, “I think I can make
some time for you.”

Repugnancy for myself was recognized because
of my ludicrous agreement to dine with the stranger. But his voice
was deeply sexy and he seemed polite, which sort of hypnotized me a
touch and possibly prompted me to take him up on his offer. What
exactly was I thinking in saying yes? Of course I had a thousand
things to accomplish at TBP, but none on the list of many to-dos
kept me strapped to the office chair under my ass. Instead, on my
way out of the office I said to Vivian, “I’m having a quick lunch.
Call me if an emergency arises.”

* * * *

Perhaps I melted when first seeing Brayden
York because his eyes were a magnificent and tantalizing blue that
I found captivating, and his arms were tube-structured with
impressive triceps. And yes, I did in fact enjoy my flesh slipping
against his strong flesh in a masculine handshake. Shame on me for
admitting such menial likings, but Brayden was not an average man
by any means. In truth, he seemed more like a God; one who was
immortal, dangerous, and yielded much power, particularly over
weaklings like me.

Not once did I faint during our lunch,
although I could have because of the overwhelming heat and his good
looks. After sharing a beer with him I realized how mega-sexy the
man was. His charm was effervescent and he was smart and witty. Of
course compliments flooded out of his beautiful lips regarding the
tight pants I wore, my expensive looking haircut, and other
attributes—proof that he knew his game and well, I surmised rather
quickly after meeting him.

I wasn’t a fool, though, and didn’t fall for
his wicked little sport. Brayden was out to obtain my property from
under me to add to his millions of net value. I did hope he
realized he wasn’t going to lay a finger on my stretch of land.

Twenty minutes into our salads, he said,
“You’re a very hard man to break. At points during this
conversation I don’t even think you’ve been listening to me. If I
didn’t know you better, Ian, I would say your defense is at a high
level.”

I regretted saying something: “You’re eyes
are intoxicating, Brayden. Stop looking at me with such
allure.”

“Thank you for the compliment. A lot of women
tell me that.”

I wanted to tell him that women were the last
thing I thought about, but kept my sexuality a blur for him, even
if I mentioned his handsome eyes. Instead, I merely closed out the
meeting with, “I should be getting back to the office.”

“So soon?” He sounded alarmed and somewhat
disappointed at my announcement. “You should stay and have another
beer with me. We can discuss the history of your bungalow and other
things.”

I wondered what “other things” he wanted to
talk about, but didn’t ask. Work on my desk had accumulated in
piles and called for my attention; work which I had to return to,
and promptly. “Until next time, Mr. York,” I said, dropped money on
the table for my salad and beverages, and then held out my right
hand for him to shake.

He stood, pressed his hand over mine, shook
it in a brisk way, and said, “The sooner the better, book
publisher. I do enjoy your company.”

Again, his statement baffled me, but I showed
no sign of confusion. Rather, I waved goodbye in a generous and
polite manner, exited the bar, and returned to TBP for an afternoon
of hard labor.

* * * *

I was not sure when exactly I fell asleep
that night. Eventually, though, my eyes closed and I drifted into a
poetic and blue-glazed dream that consisted of swimming in the
Gulf. It was Brayden in the folded dream, bare-bottomed and
concealed by warm ocean water. Our naked bodies meshed in the most
homoerotic manner, twisting together in the waves. Our mouths
touched, but just for the briefest amount of time. And at one point
in the dream, a heated flicker of sorts was shared between us—he
rolled one of his palms down and over my brown and hairy chest,
toyed with my navel and the eight-inch erection between my legs. He
gave the cock a gentle squeeze, and the Gulf started to fill with a
white cloud, which burst out of my cock. The white cloud consumed
his strapping torso in full, but for only a short period of time,
and then he fell under the water’s turbulent surface, ready to
continue our connection of bliss.

* * * *


Chapter 3: Chronicle

May 31. Memorial Day. Barefoot Beach was
intense with pre-summertime parties. It was as if a door had opened
and welcomed the month of June with delight. Schooners, a small
yacht, two sail boats, and other boats were on the Gulf.
Bare-chested and queer men and their hot husbands, hustlers, or
boyfriends heavily drank, partied, and enjoyed the holiday at hand.
The smell of honey-basted barbecue tainted the air, as well as
wheat-made beer and beef hot dogs. No longer was the holiday a time
of memorial and showing respect to those fellow soldiers in the
five branches of our military who were alive or deceased; a certain
group of men and women who exulted bravery on various levels during
their careers as protectors of our nation. Instead, it was a
festive and partying holiday which welcomed warm weather for the
entire country, a reason to drink, overeat fatty foods, and swim
once again.

TBP was closed for the day, of course,
recognizing the holiday, which allowed me to sleep in, read the
morning paper, consume a fruit salad for breakfast, and follow up
such activities with some refined prying. Perhaps I was challenged
by Brayden York, captivated by his forwardness, honesty during our
shared lunch, and caught up in his good looks. I tried not to judge
men like books, relishing their illustrated and bursting covers
instead of their interior content before reading, but it did happen
on a few occasions. Of course I found men interesting for their
logical minds and textbook skills, whatever their careers entailed,
but I was not beneath craving a certain male acquaintance because
of his masculine beauty, particularly sexy and handsome blondes,
like Mr. York.

To my surprise, Brayden caught me in the
strangest manner, which I had no defense for. Following our
luncheon at Mostel’s Beach Bistro, I couldn’t push the man out of
my mind. Not only did his good looks sting me in a positive way,
but I discovered his richness as mysteriously brazen, a raw
aphrodisiac that I wanted to learn more about and digest in full. I
had honestly hoped that there wasn’t going to be a list of painful
side effects thereafter because maybe I found him far too
attractive in just a short period of time, and wanted to get to
known him a little more, in depth and up close, perhaps even
romantically, if that was even possible.

The Internet came in handy to learn of one’s
history, present conditions, and naughty secrets, if any even
existed. As the city of Barefoot Beach partied like rock stars,
celebrating the summer months ahead, I clicked numerous keys,
studied various websites pertaining to real estate, and compiled a
readable list of interesting details about Brayden Robert York:

Birth date: September 5, 1987

Mother: Charlotte Rues-York, age 63

Father: Peter William York, age 65

No siblings.

Attended Eagle Elementary & Middle School
near Salem, Massachusetts

Attended Prospect High School in Boston

Obtained a business degree from Boston
University four years ago

Moved to Barefoot Beach approximately three
years ago after being licensed in real estate.

No Facebook page.

No Twitter account.

No newspaper articles regarding theft, drugs,
or drunk driving.

No murder charges.

No children.

No ex-wives.

No current boyfriend(s) or racy pictures on
the net.

No amateur sex scenes: solo cock-acts and
group participation.

No hospital stays.

NRA affiliate.

ASPCA member.

Owner of six beachfront properties in
Barefoot Beach on Barefoot Drive. Seller of seven properties in the
last three years.

Last year’s income: $720,000, not including
side jobs he didn’t turn into the IRS.

Proud owner of a 2011 silver Mercedes 250i,
which was purchased at Turtle Bay Motors, just outside of Barefoot
Beach.

Current residence: Bungalow 22 on Barefoot
Drive.

* * * *

I scanned page after page of fluff on the net
regarding the young man and learned nothing more than a few more
basic facts: he enjoyed flipping houses and earning money from his
real estate projects, he loved animals, particularly horses, and
was a registered Democrat.

Frankly, the young entrepreneur was dull by
what I had unearthed from the many perused websites. Brayden’s
doings were all legal, his sex life was very private, whatever it
entailed, and the man came across as an Average Joe, without a long
list of baggage in his Gulf-side life. I deemed him a healthy man
who seemed to enjoy what he was doing in his career, not a
scoundrel, particularly honest in his business doings, and an
upstanding member of the Barefoot Beach society.

* * * *

Before I realized it lunchtime was long over
and it was almost three o’clock in the afternoon. How could I have
possibly surfed the Internet for almost four hours straight? No
wonder my ass hurt and I was hungry.

Following my marathon of prying, I showered,
dressed in a pair of shorts, a tight T-shirt, and ragged sandals. I
too had a Memorial Day party to attend, which was next door to my
property, hosted by Ging and Nick. The duo was cooking gourmet
burgers on the grill, serving a variety of festive picnic foods,
and provided an open bar for their guests, which I was looking
forward to.

Of course I never attended a party
empty-handed. Therefore, I strapped a plastic-covered fruit tray to
the rear of my ATV, careened over the smooth Florida sand, and
arrived at the celebratory party just as things were becoming
heated.

* * * *


Chapter 4: Dancing Queens

The party next door to my bungalow was
everything I thought it would be: two bars, bare-chested waiters
with suntanned bodies and tongue-wagging looks, a dozen side dishes
on a sprawling buffet, heated games of sand darts and corn hole on
the nearby beach, numerous grilled meats, seven different salads to
choose from, and a stack of community towels for men (and the few
women that just happened to attend the party) to use at free will
after dipping in the Gulf.

Guests included: Ricky Maddox, a gold
medalist wrestler in the Seoul Olympics; Nico Redfield, the owner
of three four-star bakeries in Naples and Barefoot Beach; Jake
Harding, a novelist who specialized his craft in gay mysteries;
Officer Mitchell Cordowski from the local BBPD; two XXX performers
who worked for Magnum Media Limited, Joey Rush and Sam Hung; Dean
Polliford, a top-notch photographer; Michael Dash, a dog walker
extraordinaire; and others.

Ging was already sloppy drunk upon my
arrival, which was kind of fun since he was the life of any party,
and proudly carried the reputation as such. He made sure all
thirty-plus guests were taken care of, including me. Two hours into
the festive gig and I was not without a beverage, and nor were the
other partying attendees.

Nick, Ging’s beefy and dark-skinned lover,
played barbecuer at the grill. He prepared steaks to order, sautéed
lemon shrimp, and crafted the most appetizing chicken kabobs. Not
one guest complained about his grilling skills. Instead, they
seemed to rave about his enjoyed task and called him energetic, a
flaming god of fire, and Mr. Beef.

An eclectic arrangement of tunes spanned the
beach. Dancing queens enjoyed anything from The Rolling Stones to
Taylor Swift. DJ Dee Zee Knight took requests from the bombed
socialites and played what the partiers wanted to hear on the
beach.

In the distance, a dozen or more men acted
like mermen in the Gulf. They swam in circles like a school of
fish, dunked each other playfully, dove in the water’s mystical
depth and rough current, eventually surfacing. Some of the men were
naked from head to toe. And two men—strangers to me—hugged and
kissed within the powerful waves, connected in homoerotic lust.

The beach was littered with yummy looking
sunbathers: men of all different sizes, shapes, and hues. Three
were completely naked, sunning their hairless cocks and
bronze-colored balls in the May sunbeams. Some guys left the party
and ended up fucking around with tight-bottomed twinks or rugged
looking jocks in privacy, but nearby. Other sunbathers simply
enjoyed the music, the sun, and each other’s company while taking
in the party’s playful ambience and drinking strong alcoholic
beverages, becoming quite blitzed.

* * * *

To my surprise I became Brayden York’s prey
at the late afternoon festivities. At first I didn’t know he was
present among the many guests, but then I learned of his attendance
once he had hunted me down among a group of men near the
sweet-scented grilling area where a discussion of upcoming
vacations was being carried out. Brayden stood behind me and placed
a tight palm over my right shoulder. In doing so, he said, “The
time has come for us to meet again, Mr. Shawford.”

I spun around, as if on command, and studied
his beautiful looks yet again, which consisted of blond curls,
chiseled jaw, blue-blue eyes, and a body to die for. He was wearing
nothing more than a white pair of trunks, which were snug against
his middle. Every muscle was well-designed on his hairless chest
and suntanned with perfection. The guy was hardcore sweet to look
at, and I really couldn’t take my eyes off his stunning
presentation.

Beneath his trunk was a mound of private
parts. The fabric against his skin was so tight I could literally
see the outline of his deflated cock and his sack of balls. And
then my eyes shifted to the line of blond hair beneath his navel:
narrow, spiraling, and delicious looking. Droplets of Gulf water
careened down and over his ripped chest as if he were an
international swimsuit model who just happened to be sprayed down
with a mist bottle. The teardrop shapes of liquid hung against the
man’s firm nipples and pecs, and sent me into a spin of
delight.

What I could have done with the man in
private was unthinkable. A producer of porn could have filmed our
bodies in a comprised position and sold over a million copies of
our contrived naughtiness. Only a video camera and a thirty-minute
romance with the gorgeous man could have visually determined my
lust for him.

Frankly, a handsome man like Brayden hadn’t
come around in my life for a very long time and I had craved such a
divine male specimen and needed him to be close to my naked
skin.

Befuddled, perhaps awestruck by his presence,
I said, “I didn’t know you were attending this party. Ging didn’t
tell me.”

“It was Nick who invited me,” he said. “We
bumped into each other at Preston’s.”

Preston’s was a local natural foods store in
downtown Barefoot Beach. The place specialized in organic
everything, prepared the best sushi in the city, and was big on
giving their patrons samples of their products. I was not surprised
to hear that Nick and Brayden shopped there, since most of the
bungalow population often visited the store’s narrow aisles.

Brayden did a once-over of my body, grinned,
and said, “You look good today, Ian. The sun works well for
you.”

He could have worked well for me under my
skin, but I couldn’t tell him that. Instead, I had to be on my best
behavior, thanked him for his compliment, and said, “My drink seems
to be empty. I should find Ging and get a refill.”

* * * *


Chapter 5: Something to Show You

With a fresh drink in my hand, something with
far too much rum and fruit, Brayden asked, “Will you take a walk
with me along the beach?”

Why not? What did I really have to lose? The
day was beaming with sunshine, guests were having blast at the
party, and Ging was in good spirits because Nick was right at his
side as a loving and hot husband who would always be faithful.
Honestly, no one seemed to have an interest in the real estate
agent except for me, which I had decided to take full advantage of,
and agreed to his innocent walk in the steeping heat and Floridian
rays of almost-June light. Feeling confident that I was going to
have fun with the man, I said with cheer, “Lead me astray.”

* * * *

We walked for what felt like forever in our
bare feet under the blazing sun. Portions of the property along the
beach were privately owned, but people knew and liked me in the
community, and simply waved when seeing me trespass with the
handsome stud at my side, basically ignoring the two of us.

We talked about numerous topics, of course:
favorite places to eat in the city, his life in Boston, and my
bookmaking career with Turtle Bay Publishing. Although neither of
us were being fresh, we did walk very close. Once or twice our
shoulders brushed together, but that was hardly a concern or stood
out as shocking. Slowly, we made our way past bungalows eight,
eleven, and fourteen.

“Tell me the history of your bungalow,” he
said, looking at me as he spoke and walked at my side.

“My father built it in 1967,” I said. “He was
only twenty. His two brothers helped, but died shortly after the
house was completed. My father then met my mother, they married,
moved into the bungalow, and then I came in the world.”

“Did you always live here?”

I nodded. “Mostly. I had an apartment in Fort
Myers for a year, but the beach called me back. That happens, you
know. It has the ability to hum in your ears and play with your
heart. Fort Myers just didn’t feel like home to me, but Barefoot
Beach always has. I’m sure you feel the same way about Boston,
don’t you?”

“I think I like it better down here. I
completely understand what you’re saying about the beach having
control over your heart. Sometimes I feel that way. The Gulf is my
home now. Boston is just a blur. I’d feel uncomfortable moving back
up north.”

The heat was playing tricks with my head
because I had had too much alcohol in just a few short hours. I
felt dizzy next to Brayden, but didn’t admit my condition to him.
Instead, I tried to pull my head together, think about what he had
just shared with me, and wanted to find a logical response. After
seconds of befuddled turmoil I came to, shook my dizzy spell away,
and said, “I couldn’t sell my beach house to you for anything,
Brayden, just so you know.”

He left out a polite chuckle and said, “I
realize that. You’re too connected to it. Money doesn’t motivate
you. I respect you for keeping it and not selling out. That tells
me you’re an honest man to your soul, which I admire.”

“I hope we can still be friends,” I said. It
sounded ridiculous but it was true, and it was exactly how I felt
about the man, who was still somewhat of a stranger to me.

He chuckled again, this time playing with me.
“You make it sound like we were dating.”

I flushed a little with embarrassment and
listened to the Gulf waves as they crashed into the shore, a sound
I had been in love with for years. Mixed with it were a number of
nearby seagulls squawking over something. “I do, don’t I? It sort
of just slipped out of me. The heat is playing a serious game with
my head. Sorry about that.”

“I rather like games, Ian. But not ones that
deal with the heart. I’m not a man who gets off on drama.”

Frankly, I didn’t know if Brayden York was
gay, straight, or bisexual, but I was helplessly growing a crush on
him. The man seemed to know what to say and when to say it, which I
found sexy as hell. Carrying out a conversation with him was
nothing less than easy, and the walk at his side wasn’t so bad
either, even if the sun and its pounding heat were playing havoc
with my consciousness. “Tell me what type of games you like to
play.”

Again he chuckled, which I enjoyed hearing.
His voice was deep and sexy, and caused a shiver of blissful
excitement to careen up and down my spine in speedy motion.
Following his snigger, he said, “I don’t think I’m ready to tell
you that, my friend. But maybe in the future I will.”

He was teasing me, I assumed, which I was
fine with, because I too enjoyed games, particularly ones with
attractive and blond property buyers. He didn’t reach out and grasp
my left hand, arm, or shoulder and provide the body part with a
gentle, caring, and masculine squeeze even though I had wanted him
to. Brayden was good at keeping his distance from me, though, which
even confused me more about his sexuality. Part of me was dying to
know if he enjoyed the sexual company of a man. In due time I might
learn that detail, but for now he had not crossed a line and merely
continued our conversation with, “There’s something I want to show
you, Ian. You up for it?”

I was, and grew even more excited, engrossed
in our twosome on the sun-beaten beach. “What kind of
something?”

He didn’t answer me. Instead, I walked at his
side like a faithful follower through the sand. Again, a dizzy
spell had found its way between my temples and the May heat had
splintered inside my brain. Oxygen was lost for a few seconds, but
I kept walking and came to, surfacing. Perhaps the ten alcoholic
beverages prior to that walk with Brayden weren’t such a great
idea. Why did I drink so much? What the hell was I thinking?

At bungalow fifteen we stopped walking, stood
side by side in the sand, and looked at the dilapidated structure
that had yet to be remodeled after hurricane Sandy’s fury. There
were a few bungalows along Barefoot Beach that resembled number
fifteen. Homeowners had abandoned the structures uninhabited during
Sandy’s rage. Certain bungalows were left to deteriorate by the
Gulf’s wind and rain, and their owners had planned never to return
to the abodes after leaving them and the city behind, heading north
and beginning new lives away from Florida. Basically, each was
nothing more than frames with hollow centers. Roofs, like number
fifteen’s, were half blown off, doors were missing, and Sandy’s
destruction had swallowed furniture, personal belongings, and
homely whatnots of importance.

“This is what I do,” Brayden said, pointing
at the ramshackle edifice in front of us. “I purchase properties
like this, rehab them, resell them, and make money.”

“Is bungalow fifteen your next victim?”

“One of a few. I’ll be working on her
soon.”

“You do all the work yourself?”

He shook his head and said, “Only some of it.
I hire the electricians and plumbers because of code. I do most of
the decorating and some of the building. It depends what the
project is, to tell you the truth.”

“I’m horrible with wood,” I said, which
sounded absurd and caused me to feel embarrassed yet again.
Sometimes things just happened to slip out of my mouth before I
thought about them in full.

A smile formed on his face after my comment.
He was a gentleman, though, and seemed to ignore my self-analysis,
or interpreted the statement exactly the way I had wanted him to:
having no ability to function with lumber. No matter what, my
verbal error was bypassed, without injury, and he said, “I like to
work with block and greenery. Those are my favorite—”

* * * *


Chapter 6: Sunstroke

What transpired during his spiel was a
complete blur for me. Heat rose to my skull and warmed the areas
behind my eyes. My hands started to shake, my vision twisted into
threads of unrecognizable motion, and the back of my throat became
dry. Eventually my legs weakened under my hundred and ninety pounds
of muscle and I plummeted to the sand, suffering from a hearty dose
of sunstroke.

The fuzzy shadow of Brayden fell to his knees
and he leaned over my semi-unconscious body. I mumbled something
indecipherable, tried to move but couldn’t, and felt a bolt of
migraine-like pain ski across my brow.

“Ian,” he said down at me. “Ian, stay with
me, guy.” He used his right hand on my chin and part of my cheeks,
shaking my head left and right in minor motion. Thereafter, he
gently slapped my left cheek, repeated my name, and said, “You’re
passing out, Ian. Try to stay awake. I’ll get you the help you
need.”

Blackness came within the next few seconds.
My eyes slipped closed, more bolts of killer pain zoomed around my
skull, and before I knew it, I was somewhere else, underneath
unconsciousness, beyond the beach and no longer at the man’s side.
Glittery shards of glass poured over me in that distant world, but
they weren’t sharp or threatening. And I heard Brayden’s echoing
voice again and again in that dark and dismal tunnel: I’m
calling 911. I’m calling 911. I’m calling 911.

* * * *

I woke in Room 782 at West Reef Hospital with
a headache, blurred vision, and feeling as if ten guys had done a
train on my body. A male nurse the color of dark chocolate stood
next to me and said in a deep voice, “Mr. Shawford, welcome back to
the real world.”

I sputtered words out of my mouth that
neither of us could even begin to understand. My mouth was dry, I
felt my heart race, and the Florida light that found its way into
the hospital room was blinding what little vision I could muster. I
blinked a number of times, swallowed dry air, and felt pulverized
in the hospital bed, beaten to my core. Then I tried to sit up, but
the African-American nurse said, “Stay down, Mr. Shawford. You need
lots of rest. Why don’t you drink this?” He passed me a glass of
water, which I consumed without any fuss whatsoever. “Your body
also needs lots of liquids. You’ve had a doozey spell of
heatstroke, young man.”

I took a drink of the icy water, swallowing
half of it down from the paper cup in just a few gulps. I regained
my breath and finished the remaining liquid off, emptying the cup.
Following my task, I directed my attention to the black man next to
my bed and studied him from his waist up: aqua-blue scrubs, pot
belly, plastic name badge pinned backwards so I couldn’t make out
his name, and broad shoulders. The guy looked to be in his late
forties, sported gray-black scruff on his chin and cheeks, and
beamed a generous and all-white smile at me that confirmed he was
not my enemy. Curious of his name, I asked, “Who are you?”

“Nurse Ramon, Mr. Shawford. I’m on duty until
eleven o’clock this evening.”

“What time is it?” I groggily said, wanting
to know.

“Almost seven o’clock in the evening. You
still have me for four more hours. Then Nurse Beatrice will be
watching you throughout the night.”

I looked from Ramon to the IV in my arm and
admitted, “The IV hurts. Can you take it out?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. You need
some fluids and fun juice. Just relax and keep drinking.” Ramon
took the paper cup from me, filled it with the use of a plastic
green pitcher, and then returned the cup to me, suggesting, “Drink
up, my friend. The sooner you get some liquids back in your system,
the faster you can get out of here. I’m no doctor, but this I know
from experience.”

I listened to him and drained the cup of
water. As he poured a third cup for me, I asked, “How did I end up
in here?”

“You were at a party and drinking too much in
the sun. You dehydrated and passed out. A man by the name of York
called 911 and now you're here.”

I recalled very little of the scenario on the
beach, and none of the ride to the hospital with Brayden at my
side. Most of the time at Ging’s and Nick’s was a folded blur for
me, and something that I couldn’t easily unwrap. “Where is York
now?”

Ramon passed the third cup of water to me,
which I consumed. In doing so, he said, “He went to the bathroom
and to get a cup of coffee. He should be returning to see you in a
few minutes.”

“How long was I unconscious?” I asked,
wanting to know. If anyone had the answer to my question it was
Nurse Ramon at my side.

“Approximately two hours. I’m glad to see
that you’re awake now.”

Within the next few minutes he fluffed my
pillow, took my blood pressure, studied my temperature, and looked
into my eyes with a very bright object that resembled a penlight.
Once he was satisfied with his results, he pulled away from me and
said, “I think you’re going to live. Dr. Fairmont will confirm my
guess. I’ll have him check on you.”

I knew Dr. Fairmont from a shin accident
fourteen months before. I was attending another party at the time,
closer to Naples than Barefoot Beach, stumbled over an ottoman,
lost my balance, and fell on a sliver of my crushed martini glass.
The shard sliced my right shin open and Dr. Fairmont was nice
enough to sew it back together with seventeen stitches. A tiny scar
was left on the leg as a reminder of the party and my clumsiness,
but no one could really tell that it was there since it was covered
in a fine layer of dark fur.

Again, Ramon filled my cup of water and
passed it to me. Then he said, “I’ll go inform Dr. Fairmont that
you’re ready to see him.”

“Thank you,” I said, still feeling as if my
head were being pounded with a sledgehammer

“You’re welcome, young man. Off I go.”

I watched him leave, settled in my bed,
sipped at my fourth cup of water, and closed my eyes for a few
seconds to rest them.

* * * *


Chapter 7: Yours to Keep

It was almost ten o’clock in the evening and
the staff at West Reef Hospital gave Brayden special permission to
visit me. Nurse Ramon said, “Mr. York likes to flirt with the
ladies. He had all of them wrapped around his pinkie finger.”

I had an evening treat of peanut butter and
crackers, my IV bottle was changed, and my blood pressure was
checked. Thereafter, Nurse Ramon left the room, in search of
another patient on the seventh floor of the hospital to administer
care. Upon leaving, he said, “Don’t stay up too long. Dr. Fairmont
said you can be discharged if you stay on your best behavior.”

“Thank you, Ramon,” I called after him,
grinning and excited with his news.

Brayden entered Room 782 shortly after Nurse
Ramon left. I was pretty sure the two met somewhere on the hospital
floor in passing, shared a bit of chatter, and then separated. Upon
Brayden’s return in my life, he said, “How are you feeling, drama
queen?”

Surprisingly, I was doing well, and sort of
snickered at his comment. My temperature was normal, as well as my
blood pressure, and my head wasn’t throbbing like an hour before. I
had kept my dinner down, many liquids, and was now happy to see
him.

The man walked up to my hospital bed, pressed
an endearing kiss to my forehead, and said, “You’re looking great
compared to earlier today.”

“I’m sorry about all this,” I said, waving my
right hand over my torso. “The heat has always bothered me. People
often ask me why I don’t move to New England.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m just glad you’re
feeling better.” He took a seat next to my bed, crossed his legs,
and brushed a palm and fingers through his blond hair. I noticed
that he was no longer wearing his pair of summer shorts and
sandals. Instead, he was dressed in jeans, a tight T-shirt which
outlined his popping pecs, and expensive looking loafers. He looked
sexy as hell, of course, and caused me to lick my lips.

I enjoyed his company; any fool could have
seen that. Life seemed to have joyfully plumped a bit when I was in
his presence, energy that had lifted my spirits to a higher level.
“They say I can maybe go home tomorrow.”

“Do you have a headache?”

I shook my head. “I did, but not
anymore.”

“That’s good. I was worried about you.”

I laughed, but it hurt too much near my jaws
to continue and I stopped. Then I said, “You hardly even know me,
Brayden. Why would you be worried about me?”

“Never mind that,” he said, stood, and
reached inside one of his front pockets. “I have something for
you.”

“For me?” I asked, having no idea what he was
talking about.

“Yes you. Who the heck do you think I’m
talking about?”

What he pulled out of his jeans and passed to
me was the most darling thing I had ever seen. It was small and
round, dotted with brown spots, and felt cement hard. I took the
outstretched gift from him and said, “It’s the smallest sand dollar
I have ever seen.”

“It’s a good luck token from me to you. No
more accidents, buddy. I don’t want to have to worry about you like
I have today.”

I twirled the sand dollar in my hands and
looked from it to my visitor. “This is special,” I said, adoring
the stranger, and not really knowing who he was. Part of me
believed he was Prince Charming or Mr. Right, but I still had to be
cautious. Every guy had baggage, and I just didn’t know what Mr.
York’s was as of yet, but I imagined I would soon find out.

“Yours to keep. Just remember who gave it to
you when you’re having some bad luck, then it will work.”

“So you’re saying it has some special powers,
right?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Ian.” He
reached out and patted my right shoulder. While doing so, he gazed
into my eyes and said, “You’re even handsome when you’ve had a bad
fall. Do you know that?”

I didn’t. And nor did I know if he liked men
or women, which I was still confused about. Why did he share a
compliment if he were straight, into women? I was baffled at his
side to the nth degree and decided to change the subject so neither
of us would feel awkward. Mentioning Ging and Nick’s whereabouts
was my best option, since both men were my closest friends, and
neighbors. Therefore, I asked, “Does Ging and Nick know I’m
here?”

“They do,” he said, removing his paw from my
shoulder. “Both are quite blitzed and can’t make it.”

“I thought it was in bad character to get
bombed at the party you’re hosting.”

He shook his head, grinned with delight, and
said, “Not these days. That’s old school. Guests recommend that the
hosts get completely zapped.”

His smile was warm and left me fuzzy. There
was something sweet about the edges and folds of his mouth, and the
shimmering pools of blueness of his eyes. I could fall hard and
quickly for the real estate guy, but I didn’t want to be careless.
Not only was he sweet and charming, but he was also at the hospital
when my closest friends weren’t.

Just before I was going to thank him for
calling 911 when I fell to Barefoot Beach, and currently sitting at
my side, Nurse Ramon entered my room with a pill. He studied
Brayden and said, “I hope there’s no hanky panky going on between
you two studs in here.”

I laughed, and then Brayden laughed.

Nurse Ramon shuffled up to my bedside, told
me to take the offered pill in his right hand with a sip or two of
water, and said, “It will help you get through the night, sweetie.
You’ll sleep like a baby bear cub and have amazing dreams. And if
you’re lucky, you’ll have this naked hottie right at your side
while you sleep.” Ramon pointed a pinkie finger at my new friend,
winked at Brayden, directed his attention back to me, and said,
“I’m sorry to do this, sweets, but I’m going to have to take Mr.
Right with me. Visiting hours are long over.”

“I’m okay with that.”

“I won’t bite him,” Nurse Ramon said.

“I just hope he doesn’t bite you,” I told the
nurse. “Something tells me it would be rather nice.”

It was Brayden’s turn to wink at me, which he
did as he stood. Once he was up, he leaned over my bed, kissed my
cheek, and said, “I’ll be by tomorrow to check on you. Don’t go
anywhere.”

“You could always take me with you
tonight.”

“I’m afraid not, Ian. You need to spend the
night here. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to forget about
you.”

“Promise,” I said, which was a bit out of my
character, but I blamed the drug that Nurse Ramon had made me take;
anyone would have in my condition.

“I promise,” he said, decided to kiss me on
my lips like the gentleman he was. And before I knew it, Brayden
was gone, vanished from Room 782, and left me alone with his gifted
sand dollar, a token of luck and maybe protection from harm, in my
left hand.

* * * *


Chapter 8: His Pet

Ging wasn’t a horrible friend, or at least he
didn’t purposely try to be one, which we were both aware of. To my
surprise, he and his lover didn’t tote my ass home from the
hospital. Part of me believed Ging didn’t even realize that Brayden
was the one who had called 911 and had me rushed to the hospital
the previous day because Ging had been far too drunk. Although Ging
never really tried to be a douche bag, he certainly came across as
one that day when he never picked me up at the hospital to take me
home for my brief recovery.

I was discharged from the hospital the next
day, just as Nurse Ramon had mentioned that I possibly would. It
was Brayden who came to my rescue at the hospital like a knight in
shining armor. Unannounced, he showed up at my room, kissed me on
my forehead again, and said, “Why are you still here?”

I told him that Ging had forgotten about me.
“You’ll save me, right?”

“Now and always,” he said. “I rather like
hanging with you.”

My belongings were gathered, I signed a
release form that Nurse Ramon placed in front of me, and Brayden
escorted me to his Mercedes, which was parked in front of the
hospital. In truth, I was feeling just fine. The temple-rocking
headache had vanished, my stomach was fine, and I was full of
energy.

Brayden noticed that I was feeling much
better and asked, “It’s almost noon. Do you want to stop for a bite
to eat?”

“Honestly, I just want to get home. A bath
calls for me.”

“I can help you with that, if you want.”

I laughed, sounding ridiculous.

Then he laughed.

“I’d take you up on your offer, but I know
you’re kidding,” I said.

“Who said I was kidding?” he asked, taking
his view off Route 67 and taking in my good looks.

“Right,” I said, laughed a little more, and
ignored him for the rest of the ride back to my bungalow.

The day was stunning with a light wind, low
humidity, and not a cloud in the sky. The temperature was holding
steady at eighty-seven and I rather enjoyed the sun’s golden
rays.

Honestly, I thought of my body colliding with
Brayden’s for the first time: chests clinging together, fingers
entwining, lips blending, cocks rubbing against each other,
and—

I could fall for him, I knew. And if he had
asked to spend the night at my bungalow, long into the morning, I
wouldn’t have objected to his offer. Instead, I would welcome him
into my life with open arms, share many kisses to his flesh, and
possibly keep him as a boyfriend, but only if our chemistry mixed
the way I believed it could.

Such an idea was simple, though. I was pretty
sure the stud had twenty guys chasing after him since he was
well-balanced, good looking, and wealthy. Didn’t every man have a
flaw, though? Brayden couldn’t have been above that, could he? What
was his downfall, his blemish, and when did he plan on sharing it
with me?

What I contrived within my mind was rather
elementary: Brayden York was a player, never wanted to settle down
with a man, and enjoyed an unlimited amount of one-night stands.
That was his flaw, downfall, or blemish, I surmised. How couldn’t
it be since he was so nice to look at, had a charming personality,
and seemed like the sweetest guy on the planet?

Minutes later I was dropped off at bungalow
two. “I don’t know how to thank you for this, Brayden,” I said
while climbing out of his silver bullet.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way. Guys like you
have certain powers over men like me.”

I didn’t exactly know what he meant by that,
ignored him again, and found my way across the copper-color brick
patio, up to my front door. Once there, I turned around, waved
goodbye to him, and watched him drive away, leaving me behind.

* * * *

I admit now, a handful of years later, that I
wanted him to spend the rest of the day with me, naked and locked
in my arms. A needy part of me wished that he would start being my
lover that afternoon, meshed against my bare skin, coupled men
sheltered by the bungalow’s privacy, and without any cares or
concerns of the world outside.

Nothing of the sort transpired, of course.
Instead, he claimed he had meetings to attend for the remainder of
the day, but promised to check in with me later to see how my
post-fainting condition was.

In the interim, I took to my edits, realized
they were giving me a headache, and stopped such ludicrous bedlam.
I took a very short nap (not in the sun) and decided to watch a
queer movie called August, which I found quite dull in
places, but yet enjoyable and stimulating at the same time.

As promised, Brayden returned to my side. It
was quite sometime after dark and he smelled of rum. I had imagined
he had stopped somewhere for a strong drink with a handsome male
friend, perhaps a client of his, and enjoyed a few strong beverages
and back room bar kissing. Of course, I was in no position to judge
his character of such foul behavior, which I didn’t. Rather, I was
somewhat jealous of him. He'd been out, sharing drinks with
handsome strangers, no doubt. Who knew what he'd been up to? And
with whom?

He faked being sober and didn’t realize that
he had mispronounced some of his words: feeling came out as
“felling,” comfortable was heard as “comportable,” and he verbally
butchered resting, which inadvertently sputtered out of his lips as
“wrestling.” Some men would have found his behavior ludicrous, but
I rather enjoyed his boyish nature, drunkenness, and that he was a
gentleman that night. Most men would have attempted to take
advantage of my flesh when they were in Brayden’s condition, but he
didn’t. Instead, he gently kissed my forehead again, rubbed a
smooth thumb pad along my left cheek, pulled away from me, and
vanished from my side, just as he had that afternoon, coming and
going in my life as he pleased, as if I were a pet he was caring
for, sitting for a friend.

* * * *


Chapter 9: Smitten

“Brayden has me exactly where he wants me,” I
said to Ging, who had decided to make an appearance at my bungalow
the following morning, checking on me.

“You’re playing hard to get,” he said,
enjoying a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. “Nick and I both
agree that we would have bedded him by now because he’s top-notch
hot.”

I shook my head across from him at the
kitchen table and said, “I don’t play that way and you both know
it.”

He laughed like a mischievous boy, nodded,
and said, “Maybe you should start to play that way. Brayden is
amazing to look at and he’s a nice man. I demand that you stop
dragging this out and start playing with his cock.”

I contemplated his demand for a few seconds
and eventually said, “He has a secret.”

“Most men do. Nick likes kink. He’s big on
leather. I can’t keep him out of handcuffs even if I try. Secrets
are what keeps life interesting.”

I was not at all surprised by his news. Nick
had confessed to me a few months ago that he had a skin-tight
leather outfit from head to toe and enjoyed wearing it. “I can’t
sleep with the guy until I know what he’s hiding from me.”

“That might be a long time coming at your
turtle pace.”

His pun was enjoyable and a smile creased my
face. Sometimes he could be smartly witty, which I enjoyed. “He’s
worth the wait, and I am too.”

“You’re smitten by this guy.”

“I am. But who wouldn’t be in my position?
He’s a professional, smart, handsome, polite, fun, and charming.
The list regarding his attributes is limitless. Of course I’m
smitten by him.”

He took a sip of his orange juice, swallowed
it down, and said, “Let me pose a position for you.”

“Go for it. I’m all ears. Hit me. I love
positions, particularly those in bed with a naked man.”

“What if Brayden doesn’t have a secret? How
will that change your feelings for him?”

“I haven’t found that out as of yet. But as
soon as I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

“In the meantime, he could meet someone else
and fall head over heels in love with him.”

“Or her,” I corrected him, waving a finger in
his direction.

He shook his head. “There is no her in
that man’s life. He’s strictly queer and doesn’t play that
way.”

“We don’t know that for sure, but I’m in the
process of finding out. For all I know he’s a merman, has three
kids, has murdered a number of eighteen-year-old football jocks,
and is a whistleblower like that Snowden guy.”

Ging laughed at my comments, shook his head,
and said, “Don’t lose this one. He’s a nice man. He’s a good catch.
Reel him in, Ian. Because if you don’t, someone else will, and then
you will be broken.”

“I’m listening, and respect your opinion.
Honestly, though, I’m just going to ride this out. If he’s the
right guy for me, Brayden will stick around. If someone else gains
his attention, he’s not the right guy. Does that make any sense to
you?”

“It’s foolish,” he said, downing the last of
his orange juice. Then he retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his
right pocket, stood from the table, walked outside, and was
positioned at the screen door where he faced me and lit up. Once he
consumed a drag of his cancer stick, he said, “You’re walking on
dangerous ground, my friend. This is how good guys get away.”

“We’re making baby steps.”

“Baby steps can get you in trouble, Ian. You
know that. Remember what happened with Oliver.”

Oliver Cannon was an angel: twenty-seven
years old with a crew cut, impassive chocolaty eyes, and had the
clever skill of entertaining readers with his lyrical and humorous
short prose. I was also smitten by the author, failed to make a
desired advancement on him, and ended up losing him. Oliver was a
well-built fish in the sea of men, but was unfortunately caught by
another editor, leaving me single and broken.

“Don’t let that happen again, Ian. It’s time
to sink your teeth into this man before he gets away.”

“I will do my best,” I said, believed the
matter over, and realized that he was right. If I wanted Brayden as
someone important in my life, a boyfriend, lover, or husband, then
I had to act. Otherwise, he would be another Oliver Cannon and be
swooped out from under me by another Barefoot Beach predator.

He puffed on his cigarette outside the screen
door and seemed to have enjoyed his vice. Then he said, “I’m afraid
to say that your best isn’t good enough. If you want this guy, you
have to give it your A-game, which is above best. Do you realize
that?”

I did. Honestly, I did. Aggressive action
with my heart was if I wanted to land the realtor. I couldn’t
possibly sit back and let him get away from me like Oliver, could
I? What Ging was saying had made perfect sense to me. If I failed,
Brayden would be whisked away by another queer, which I really
didn’t want. Therefore, I had to step up to the plate and have at
him. If he complied, which I believed he would, neither of us would
be single.

He pointed the end of his cigarette at me,
almost burned a hole in the screen, and challenged, “Don’t fuck
this up, Ian. If you lose this guy, which you have the potential of
doing because of your previous guy-hunting fuck ups, you’re the
only one that I can blame.”

“I get it,” I said, nodding. “Stop being a
drill sergeant.”

“Trust me. Someone has to be your drill
sergeant. Otherwise you’ll be single forever.”

“Thank you,” is I could say, and meant such a
comment. “I’m glad you’re my friend, Ging. You have my back.”

He snickered, took a drag of his vice,
exhaled, and said, “And someday soon Brayden York will too, but in
a naked way, my friend.”

* * * *
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