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      For Cyan,

      Your free-spirited heart won mine from the first page.

      You are so much more than what people see.

      A diamond of the first water.

      

      For Griffin,

      You are sunshine and spice and everything nice.

      Thank you for taking this wild card off of my hands and

      giving him a home in your heart.
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            Cyan

          

        

      

    

    
      After a tedious week of sitting through finals, I was relaxing in my favorite way, with a cup of coffee from The Roasted Bean Café. I loved to stroll around campus as I sipped my caffeine, enjoying the view—of all the cute boys.

      Waltham University had no shortage of gorgeous guys. Lucky for me, I have a very changeable look. Average height at 5'11” and average weight. Not lanky, but not muscled. My body was toned, my chest was smooth, but my legs were hairy, unless I’d shaved. I couldn’t say my face was pretty or rugged. Just somewhere pleasantly in between, and my brown wavy hair wasn’t very long, but it was long enough to either slick back or wear messy, depending on my mood.

      My style was very fluid. Some days, I pulled an alternative hipster look, and sometimes, I grabbed the nearest clean pair of sweats. Occasionally, I wound up on the other end of the spectrum and indulged my fetish for silk and lace. I loved pretty things; they felt incredible against my skin. I was often hiding sexy panties under my jeans, which paired well with a fitted shirt and a strand of pearls. My only feature that never changed and always got top billing were my striking blue eyes, my namesake.

      But back to the boys. I wouldn’t say I had a type, exactly. I liked them all. The huge muscly guys that spent too much time in the gym? Mmm, I could lick those muscles for days. Big, hairy bears? They kept me nice and warm on cold nights. A silver-haired daddy? Yes please, and points for having a thick beard. It felt incredible when they rubbed that scruff between my thighs as they sucked me off.

      I was fond of preps, nerds, jocks, and studious intellectuals wearing glasses. Hipsters, otters, wolves, and cupcakes. There’s something to love about every one of them. But my favorites, by far, were the pretty little twinks. Pale smooth skin, small tight bodies that fit perfectly in my hands, a bit of sweet mixed with sass. Think sour apple gummy bears or sour patch kids. They tasted like tart and sugary candy in my mouth. And if they preferred to wear something lacy or silky? Even better.

      Kind of like that guy, Griffin, I met at Lucky’s party. Super cute. Creamy skin dusted with freckles. Not as many as Lucky had, but just enough to keep me guessing how many more he’s hiding under his shirt. He had the most magnificent head of thick coppery curls. Reminded me of a shiny new penny. And his face was just the right blend of pretty and masculine. Not so much ambiguous as delicate, but all boy. His chin was small and pointy, and his nose was delicately molded. I think they describe that as pert. And his lips, dear God. His lips featured in every gay boy’s wet dreams. Pink, lush, and a small freckle dotted the upper corner. A few times I’ve caught myself thinking about how his lips would look stretched around my⁠—

      “Cyan!” I turned when I heard my name being called. “You didn’t hear us calling you? Where’s your head at?” Riley asked. “Oh, wait, it’s up his ass.” He cracked up at his own joke. I merely raised my eyebrows in question, not seeing the humor.

      Reid followed him across the courtyard. I’d been wandering aimlessly for the past hour as I waited for them to finish their shift at the café and lock up. Today was the last day of the semester. We’d finished taking our finals, Reid and Riley closed up The Roasted Bean for the long break before the summer semester started next month, and Lucky ditched us for his honeymoon with Hayes. Okay, they’re not actually married, yet, but they might as well be. When I wasn’t acting like a jealous hater, I admitted they’re perfect for each other. Bleh!

      As we drove back to our house in Cooper’s Cove, Reid asked about our summer plans. “Not much planned, baby boy. Just work. I’m taking one class this summer, a creative writing course because I need to fulfill an elective credit. Other than that, I’m focusing on getting my photography business up and running.”

      “Ooh, I want to help. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      Reid beamed at me from the front seat. He was the embodiment of sunshine. Sweet and pure, with a heart of gold. His soul was a warm well of love and acceptance that encompassed everyone he met. Hence the nickname, baby boy. I don’t know why or when I started calling him that. He wasn’t naïve, just innocent and good. But because he had never protested the nickname, it stuck.

      Riley came to a stop at a red light and found my eyes in the rearview mirror. “We don’t have much planned either, except work. With the café closed for the next month, I’ll be picking up more dates for Lucky Match.”

      “You promised we could go to the beach every week until the café opens back up.” Reid reminded him, trying to keep the pout from his voice.

      “I did. You’re right. We’ll try, okay?” Riley had been a total grouch lately, and most of it seemed directed solely at poor, sweet Reid. But he couldn’t deny a simple request like that, from the guy who was like a brother to him.

      I messed up Reid’s hair as I teased him. “Is big brother finally going to let you book some dates, baby boy?”

      Last fall, our roommate, Lucky, came up with the genius idea of starting a male escort service called Lucky Match. We all had a hand in its success, but Reid’s had been behind the scenes. Riley refused to let him escort clients. Reid thought he was just being protective of him, but I suspected the only thing Riley wanted to protect was Reid’s single status. And whatever was in Reid’s pants. He wasn’t fooling everyone like he thought he was.

      “Over my dead body. Reid is doing a great job answering the phones and scheduling dates for us. That’s plenty enough to keep him busy.” It was a good thing Riley’s eyes were on the road or he would have seen Reid and I exchange an eye roll.

      Reid turned back around in his seat to focus on me again. “What kind of photography do you want to do?”

      “I would love to specialize in erotic and boudoir photography, but until I can afford to be picky and choosy, I’ll settle for anything I can get. Weddings, parties, graduation pics, engagement pics, and family sessions. Hopefully, word of mouth will spread, and I’ll be able to quit escorting and do photography full time.”

      “You’re good at spreading things with your mouth—or so I’ve heard.” Riley winked at me in the rearview mirror.

      “Stop being an ass.” I flicked his ear. “I got my website up and running, so maybe I’ll hear from someone soon. If I need an assistant, I’ll let you know, Reid. You’d be great at that.”

      “Really?” He perked right up at the compliment. “Can you show me your website when we get home? I bet it looks great!” See, that was the thing about Reid. He was genuinely interested in people. Intrigued by them. He liked to collect their stories and study what made them tick. My sweet baby boy.

      I’d been hard at work, preparing for the launch of my new business. Photography was my major, and I’d been perfecting my skill for years. In high school, I’d done all the photography for the school newspaper and yearbook. My favorite was covering the football and basketball games. I loved trailing after the sweaty jocks around the field or court, snapping pictures for prosperity. I might have saved a few, but I’d never admit to that.

      My traditionalist parents had an inkling that I was different. They worked hard to make sure I never showed my true colors. My mom insisted on choosing my clothes, a buttoned-up style as conservative as her beliefs. She dragged me to church every Sunday and monitored my activities and friends closely. She even chose this college for me because of its conservative reputation. Her greatest fear was that I might break out of the closet—wearing pink clothing and waving a rainbow flag for all of her friends to see.

      Whenever I visited my parents, I made sure not to broadcast my sexuality too loudly. I hated that I had to hide from them just to keep the peace. It hurt knowing they didn’t accept me for who they knew I was. I shouldn’t have been surprised though, my parents loved masks. My mother always appeared in control and put together. No one would ever suspect she popped Xanax like candy to suppress her anxiety disorder. I felt positive her anxiety stemmed from not being able to control the world around her. She constantly lived in fear that someone’s self-expression would rub off on her, tainting her perfect world and reputation.

      My father behaved much the same. He played golf on the weekends, hosted family barbecues for his employees, and donated to the church and several charities he couldn’t care less about. He only cared that it made him look good, and he could brag about it at parties.

      The more time I spent at college away from their stifling toxic environment, the more I discovered about myself. I felt free and able to breathe for the first time in years. My visits home were becoming less frequent. I knew that soon enough I would have to confront them, but I selfishly hoped to avoid that day as long as possible.

      They would never approve of my new business. Boudoir and erotic photography? The Morrisons would rather I collected unemployment. My father wanted me to work at his grocery store chain, helping him to oversee everyday operations. It disappointed him that I hadn't majored in business. I couldn’t ask for a withdrawal from my trust fund to cover my start-up costs, so I’d been saving money from my escort job for months to achieve my goal. My parents would happily kill me and hide my body in the basement beneath their split-level suburban hideaway if they knew I was an escort for Lucky Match. They would never recover from finding out I slept with men for cash. But I wasn’t ashamed; it was honest work, and I usually had a good time. My clients were nice people. They treated me well and often tipped generously for extra favors.

      It was because of those tips that I could afford to update my camera equipment and purchase lighting and backdrops for my dream studio. I hoped by the end of the summer I could start searching for a space to rent for my new endeavor. I planned on accepting every job that came my way this summer to save for that dream. I was determined to make it happen, to succeed on my own without my parents' help.

      Any day now, my parents would receive the reimbursement for the housing they had prepaid for my summer semester. They were going to flip a switch when they found out I’d been sharing a house with three gay roommates in another town. That was too much freedom for me to handle. According to my parents, freedom was a slippery slope that only led downhill. Freedom equaled individuality, which meant I was susceptible to peer pressure and making poor choices. Poor choices was code for ‘gay behaviors’. It really frosted my cookies that they would say I was proving them right when, in reality, they’ve known I was gay since I was fourteen years old and just chose to ignore it.

      As much as they were a sore subject for me, I’d never been happier. I would never move back home, I would never work for my father, and I would never hide in the closet again. I was figuring out my true self and learning how to make my way in the world. It was time for Cyan Morrison to shine in all ways.

      I cuddled into a pillow on the couch, my legs tangled with Reid’s, with his head laying in Riley’s lap. We were watching a movie when the phone rang. Reid answered, as he was in charge of the business phone while Lucky was out of town. “Lucky Match. How can we service you?” He sat up and grabbed a pen and pad from the coffee table, writing down notes about his caller. “Sounds good. As soon as your payment clears, I’ll text you the details. Thanks for calling.”

      He hung up the phone and settled back into Riley’s lap. “Cy, you have a date tomorrow night at six o’clock. Dinner, dancing, and—” Reid blushed furiously. Certain topics brought out his shyness, which I found endearing.

      “Dinner, dancing, and dicking?” I was teasing him now, which I loved to do. Reid playfully kicked my shin before burying his head in Riley’s lap. “Come on, baby boy, you can say it. It’s just us here. We won’t tell anyone you have a filthy mouth. Scout’s honor.”

      Riley chuckled as he fluffed Reid’s blond hair. “You know what they say. It’s the quiet ones you have to watch out for.”

      “Looks like I’ll be busy tomorrow. I also landed a photography shoot. Engagement pics for a couple getting married soon. I think she called it ‘save the date’ or something? Anyway, not only am I taking the pictures, I’m creating the announcements too. It’s a good-paying gig for my first job.”

      Reid overcame his embarrassment and sat up, hugging me and smiling like he landed the job. “I’m so excited for you! Your business is taking off, and you’re going to be a successful, famous photographer before you know it.”

      That was Reid, always so sweet and positive. Always wishing the best for others. “Thanks, baby boy. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. I have a long way to go before I’m famous and successful.” But I hoped to get there someday.
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      The campus bookstore where I worked was dead today because of finals and it being the last day of the semester. I probably could have left early, but I was engrossed in a steamy romance novel, and since I was on the clock, I was getting paid to read. That worked out fine for me. Living inside of a fictional literary world was my happy place. My nose was usually stuck in between the pages of a book. I listened to audiobooks while I drove, grocery shopped, and did my laundry. I read to clear my head in between study breaks, and since I usually ate alone, I read during meals.

      I lived for Thursdays, when Hayes and I held our weekly book club: Romance Readers of Waltham. Our university was small, as was our member list. Besides Hayes and me, we now proudly boasted three members, all women. We finished Judith McNaught’s backlist and had moved on to Julia Quinn for our summer reading challenge.

      Why I loved steamy straight romance novels was anybody’s guess, seeing as I was as gay as the day was long. I think it was the style those books were written in that appealed to me. Overly dramatic, swooning lasses, quivering bosoms, pouting lips. I knew it sounded cheesy, but I’d been a fan of historical romance since I was a kid. My dad traveled a lot for work, and my mom stayed busy by reading her romance novels and helicoptering around me constantly. I was not complaining, though; I had the best childhood a kid could imagine.

      My mom and I did everything together. We built blanket forts and stayed up all night, watching movies on the weekends. I was very active in gymnastics, and we always stopped for ice cream on the way home. We spent hours in the library, picking out books to read together in bed. That’s how I got hooked on Mom’s romance novels. They were always lying around, and one day I picked one up and was addicted forevermore. I’d read some gay fiction, and I liked it, but for me, straight historical romance had always felt like home. Also, I loved the added benefit of being able to discuss the books with my mom.

      I planned to spend the next several weeks before the start of the summer semester at home, visiting my parents. My dad was scheduled to be gone for part of the time, so Mom and I were going to bake our butts off and visit my grandfather in Maine like we did every summer. I was adopted as a baby, but that never stopped my family from treating me as if I’d been born to them. Especially my grandpa. He doted on me to no end. We wrote letters to each other back-and-forth, talked on the phone almost weekly, and visited twice a year. He’d never missed one of my gymnastic performances or school plays because he watched the videos my mom sent him.

      I felt blessed to be a member of the generous and loving Clarke family. They never batted an eye when I came out as gay. My parents just smiled knowingly as they hugged me, asking how they could support me.

      Besides the creative writing course I was signed up for this summer, I had two goals. One, I wanted to start a book review blog online, and two, I was determined to lose my virginity, finally. I felt it was high time and quite ridiculous that I was still a virgin at my age. Twenty-one years old and never been kissed. Well, I’d been kissed, but they were all frogs. I dreamed of kissing a prince. I hadn’t gained much dating experience as of yet, but my instincts told me it was going to be a letdown after all the romantic and highly unrealistic dates I’ve read about in books. That was the problem with reading fictional characters. Real men could never measure up.

      I was just a hopeless romantic searching for my happily ever after. Plenty of guys had tried to make a move on me, but I’d always shut them down. I didn’t want my first time to be on some tattered frat couch covered in questionable stains or in the dirty bathroom of a club, knowing the guy was going to ditch me for the rest of my life within fifteen minutes. I didn’t want a nightclub hookup or a Grindr regret. And that boy who tried to muzzle my mouth so his mother didn’t hear us had a zero chance of success.

      I wanted all night. Was it too much to ask that my date remember my name? I wanted music and wine, slow sweet kisses and lingering touches. Basically, I wanted a page from my favorite novel come to life. I didn’t think that was too much to ask when I’d waited this long to get it right. Simply put, I wanted perfection. If every other guy I dated for the rest of my life was a total disappointment, I wanted to remember my first time as being everything I’d dreamed of. I was aiming to set the bar high, right from the start.

      Sighing, I bookmarked my page and reluctantly packed it away in my messenger bag for later. After closing up the store, I walked across campus to my dorm. The halls were already emptying out for the semester break. My roommate, Matthew, and I were both scheduled to leave in two days to head home. Our dorm would remain empty for the next few weeks until we returned for summer classes. I promised him we could hang out tonight before we had to part ways, but all I really wanted to do was curl up with my book.

      I liked my roommate. We got along great as long as he remembered we were just friends. But I’d noticed a pattern with Matt. Whenever his relationships failed, he clung to me for comfort or to fill the void. Sometimes, his clinginess crossed a line. I thought he saw me as Mr. Right Now while I was holding out for Mr. Right. Which he definitely wasn’t. The guy Matt was seeing broke things off with him for the summer, so I could only guess he would have sticky octopus arms tonight. Hence, the reason I was avoiding him. I was trying to avert disaster.

      As I entered our dorm room, I was almost relieved to find it empty. Until he snuck up behind me and smacked my ass. “You know what they say about all work and no play, don’t you, Griff?” Ugh! I knew he would start his touchy-feely routine. I wished I could have made other plans tonight, but my only other friends were Hayes and Lucky, and they were currently out of town. If I had to hang out with Matt tonight, I’d best do it somewhere public. Giving him privacy was a bad idea.

      “Did you still want to hang out tonight, or have you made other plans?” Please say you have other plans.

      “I’m all yours. Do you want to stay here or would you rather go out?”

      “Out! Um, how about Limericks Bar and Grille? Or bowling? Bowling is lots of fun. And they serve food.” Less chance of getting drunk at the bowling alley.

      “Let’s go to Limericks. I could use a drink or three.” Matt grinned salaciously.

      Of course you would pick that. “Sounds like fun.”

      Limericks was packed wall to wall with bodies and booze. In addition to the regular Friday night crowd, there was a surplus of students celebrating their last hoorah before the summer break. We grabbed a table on the grille side of the bar and ordered burgers and beer. “So, do you have any plans when you get home?” I tried to steer the conversation toward safe topics.

      “Yeah. My mom planned a family reunion, and my friends from high school want to go to a water park or something. I plan to stay busy, so I don’t mope about Brian.”

      Danger! Danger! We’re heading away from safe topics. “Brian isn’t worth wasting your time over. Maybe you’ll meet someone wonderful this summer. You need to stay positive so that if you do meet him, he won’t think you’re a grump-a-lump.”

      “You’re right. You’re so smart and sweet, Griffey. Why can’t I meet a guy like you?” He practically whined into his second beer.

      I took a swallow of my beer to wash down the unpleasant taste from where I just threw up in my mouth. “You’ll know when you meet the right guy.” I can guarantee-damn-tee, it’s not me. “So, what classes did you sign up for over the summer?” Time to bring it back around to safety.

      “Coding and drafting. I need both for my degree, but if I do worse than a B, I can kiss my career in game development goodbye. I really need to focus and get serious about school when I get back. That’s why I love rooming with you. You’re clean and quiet and smart. You always have the answers for the stuff that stumps me, even though it’s not your area of expertise.”

      Gee, thanks for the backhanded compliment. “You’re smart enough to figure out the answers. You just don’t have the patience to research them.”

      Our waiter interrupted us by delivering our food. We didn’t talk much as we ate, and when we finished, Matt wanted to dance. Since I’d rather light myself on fire, slowly, with one match at a time, I sat back and nursed my beer as Matt circled the bar looking for a partner.

      Unfortunately, I already knew how this would end. Matt would dance all night while I sat here alone. He’d hook up in the bathroom, somehow catch feelings in the fifteen minutes they were holed up in there, and stalk the guy through a long-distance text relationship all summer. When he got back to school next month, he’d use it as an excuse to mope again and not take his classes seriously. It was a toxic pattern he loved to repeat.

      Witnessing his self-destructive behavior only reinforced why I’d rather wait for Mr. Right than settle for Mr. Right Now. I’d rather be single than repeat that self-deprecating cycle month after month.

      At midnight, I insisted we call it quits. I ordered an Uber, and we headed back to our dorm. Matt curled up in a ball on his bed and immediately began snoring as I readied for a shower. There was no way I could sleep with the smell of the bar on me. I returned and crawled into bed. Almost asleep, the bed dipped behind me. “Matt! Hell no. Go back to your bed, please.”

      “Aww, Griffey. Just let me cuddle. I’m sad and drunk, and my heart is broken.”

      “You mean you’re a sad drunk, and I’m about to break something besides your heart if you don’t skedaddle.”

      He crawled back to his bed with his head hung low and promptly passed out again. The next morning, he acted like he didn’t remember a thing. Maybe he didn’t? I wish I could forget so easily.

      Matt left before me, so I had two hours of rare blissful silence before I needed to head out as well. I used the time wisely and started on my book blog. I logged onto my laptop and opened a blank word document. Recalling the events of the book I was reading, I summarized my review. I had created an impressive vision board to accompany the book and had already researched the most effective hashtags for my review.

      I debated hitting the post button, imagining this was what it must feel like to drop off your toddler at daycare for the first time. If I had a toddler. That feeling of giving up total control of something you care deeply for and submitting to powerlessness. Everything about this was a variable. Would readers like the books I reviewed? Did I target the right audience? Was my review worded well, edited, and on point? As much as I loved reading novels, I had no desire to write books. I wanted to be a successful reviewer and, in my wildest dreams, I hoped to someday open my own bookstore.

      I was hard-pressed to decide which I loved more, the smell of freshly baked goods or the smell of musty, leather-bound, moth-infested old books. Either scent could give me a euphoric high. If I was very lucky, my dream bookstore would be right next-door to a bakery so I could smell both every day. Then I could die a happy man.
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      After spending the last four weeks focused on nothing but work, it felt surprisingly good to be back on campus. I couldn’t say I was looking forward to this creative writing class, since it had nothing to do with my degree, but it was smart to knock out my elective credit now, so my required course load would be lighter this fall.

      I’d stayed busy during summer break by dating my ass off and accepting every single lame photography job offered to me. I saved every penny, and it wouldn’t be long before I’d be able to rent my own studio space. That dream was everything to me, and I would kill myself working to achieve it. A place that was all mine and wasn’t tied to my parents in any way, where I could take the kinds of pictures I loved. To me, erotic photography was a sensual work of art. Photographs and poses that accentuated the beauty of one’s body or highlighted the love people shared. I wanted to bring that to life, to make art from love and show people how beautiful they could be through the lens of my camera.

      I hitched my backpack a little higher on my shoulder and entered the classroom. Standing in the back, I scanned the empty seats to see where I wanted to sit. A sly smile curved my lips when I spotted Griffin seated to the right by the window. I’d recognize those coppery curls anywhere. What a sweet surprise. I quickly claimed the seat next to him and dropped my backpack under the table. When he glanced up at me and smiled, my eyes zeroed in on his even white teeth and pretty pink lips.

      “Well, well, what a coincidence. I was just thinking about you and here you are. It’s good to see you again.” I wasn’t going to mention that I’d been thinking about his lips stretched around my⁠—

      “Cyan! Hey, I didn’t realize I would know someone here. How was your summer? How are Reid and Riley? Isn’t it great about Lucky moving in with Hayes? I’m so happy for them. Are you guys having a moving out party or something?”

      I laughed at his nervous word vomit, and Griffin seemed to realize he was spewing words like a faucet. He blushed cherry red from his cheeks to his neck and smiled sheepishly.

      “Sorry, I tend to do that sometimes. Ignore me. So, creative writing, huh? What’s your major?” He tried to settle down and focus on just one question at a time.

      “Photography, but I needed this elective. This is the only course I’m taking this summer while I focus heavily on work and getting my studio up and running.”

      “That sounds exciting. I wish you the best of luck. This class is a requirement for me, but I love writing, so I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Great, then I can partner up with you if I get stuck. I’m not a gifted writer, to say the least. My talents lie in other areas.” I gave him a flirty wink that earned me another blush, and I wondered just how far down his body that blush creeped. I’d love to find out.

      The professor’s introduction to Creative Writing interrupted our conversation. We wasted the next ninety minutes talking about God knew what as my mind drifted to the sexy, sweet guy sitting next to me. Lucky would absolutely kill me if I dicked over his friend, so I had no intention of trying to seduce him for a bit of fun, but who said I couldn’t flirt? It’s what I did best. As we collected our backpacks and filed out into the hall, I asked Griffin to have coffee with me.

      “Reid and Riley started back at the café today. We can stop in and say hi.”

      I cajoled until he finally relented, agreeing to accompany me to The Roasted Bean. Riley manned the counter while Reid took a break and joined us. He stole my spotlight as he spent twenty minutes catching up with Griffin. I could see they were becoming fast friends. He finally returned to work, and I had Griffin all to myself.

      We sipped our coffee until Griffin finally broke the awkward silence. “Uh, did you say earlier that you were thinking of me? Because if so, can I ask why?”

      I chuckled, thinking that Griffin might be as sweet as Reid, but he definitely wasn’t shy. It took guts to ask me that question. But there was no way I could tell him the real answer, so I came up with second-best.

      “I haven’t seen you since Lucky's party that night at the bar. I really enjoyed talking to you, and I’ve been hoping to run into you again ever since.”

      “Really? I mean, I enjoyed meeting you too. But, to be honest, you seemed distracted that night. Angry, maybe? You weren’t very nice to my roommate, and I can’t figure out why, because you were very nice to me.”

      He nailed it. I’d learned three things about Griffin Clarke so far today. One, he was a nervous talker and over shared easily. Two, he was not shy, and three, he was very perceptive. “I was nice to you because you’re great and you’re easy to talk to.”

      “And my roommate, Matt?”

      “I didn’t like Matt, and I didn’t want to talk to him. Nothing personal, just an observation.” That jerk kept trying to undercut me and make me look like an idiot.

      “Why?” Griffin resembled an owl. His eyes were as round as the O shape his lips were forming.

      I merely shrugged, not in the least concerned about sharing my opinion of the douche canoe. “He constantly interrupted me because he thought his opinion was more important than mine. And anybody that doesn’t know the words to a Whitesnake classic doesn’t even deserve to sit at the same table as me.”

      Griffin tried not to laugh. He gave it a valiant effort, he really did. Unfortunately, he’d already had coffee in his mouth, and now it was dribbling out of the corner of his scrunched lips, which only caused him to laugh harder. His mortification showed in his eyes as he frantically scrambled for a napkin.

      It killed me not to laugh, but I didn’t want him to feel worse. I guess you could say it was an unfortunate coincidence that someone chose that exact moment to walk by and bump his chair. Griffin spewed coffee in his lap and even managed to spray some on the table. The mess was everywhere. I grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the coffee dribbling from his nose. Thank goodness it wasn’t too hot or that would have burned.

      God bless Reid, who showed up with rags and a mop and quickly cleaned the mess. I hooked Griffin’s arm and hauled him to his feet, dragging him hastily from the café. “Which Hall is your dorm in?” Could this shituation work out any better for me?

      “Sherman, why?” He looked more nervous than confused.

      “Because we need to change your clothes. Come on.” I turned and headed toward Sherman Hall, hoping he followed.

      “We? I’m pretty sure I can manage alone. But thanks.”

      Griffin was definitely perceptive. He’d nailed it again. “I’m sure you can, but we were in the midst of discussing Lucky’s moving out party. I figured you could change while I talk.”

      “Well, you can wait outside while I change, and then we can discuss the party. How about that?”

      He winked at me, the sassy minx. He might prove to be more fun to flirt with than I’d originally thought. “Of course. That’s what I meant to say.”

      His dorm was thankfully devoid of a douchy roommate. “Where’s Flat?”

      “You mean Matt?”

      “Rhymes with Flat, describes his personality. But whatever you insist on.”

      Griffin chuckled as he chose clean clothes from his dresser. “Can you wait outside, please?”

      I didn’t know if it was because I loved the thrill of the chase or his playing hard to get or whatever you wanted to call it, but I absolutely loved that Griffin insisted on preserving his modesty and wasn’t throwing himself at me in this perfect opportunity.

      “Why don’t I just turn around and close my eyes and promise to be a good boy?”

      Griffin snorted. “Sure, Cyan. If you think you can manage it.”

      He was smirking at me as he kicked off his shoes. I obediently turned my back to afford him his privacy. “So, Lucky’s party. It’s an ‘out with the old and in with the new’ celebration. He officially moves out this weekend, and Murphy is moving into his old room.”

      “His younger brother?”

      The shirt muffled his words as he pulled it over his head. “Yup. He graduated last month, and he’s starting at Waltham in the fall, so he’s moving into Lucky’s old room. We’re going to celebrate Sunday when we finish moving their stuff around. Want to come?”

      “Hayes texted me something about a party, but I haven’t called him back. But, yes, I’d love to go.” After another moment of shuffling and rustling, he said, “Okay, I’m dressed. You can turn around.”

      “Listen, I hope I didn’t come across as a dick on Lucky's birthday. I’m not that guy. I’m glad we ended up in the same class together, because I’m hoping we can become friends.”

      Griffin smiled at me, and I felt everything in me lift, like I suddenly became lighter. “I thought we already were friends,” he said. I loved that answer.

      My phone rang. I realized it was the business ringtone because Reid was still on shift at the café and Lucky was in class, which meant they transferred the calls to my phone. “Excuse me for a moment. I need to answer this.” I stepped outside his dorm room to answer the call. “Lucky Match, how can we service you?”

      I made plans for a date tonight, so I needed to wrap up my visit and head home. My time with Griffin was an unexpected but enjoyable surprise. I didn’t even mind the coffee shower because he had made me laugh, and I loved to laugh. Also, I found it adorkable. I was definitely looking forward to becoming friends with him. I ducked my head back inside to let him know I was leaving. “Sorry, Griffin, I need to head home. But I’ll catch up with you Sunday at the party.”

      “Thanks for the coffee and the cleanup. See you Sunday.”
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      I knew it! When Cyan stepped into the hall to take his phone call, I overheard his conversation. I knew Lucky had started Lucky Match, his own escort service, but I only had an inkling of who his escorts might be. Now, I’d confirmed it. The way Cyan answered the phone told me exactly who he worked for. I assume he hightailed it out of my dorm because he had a date to get to. Whoever they were, they were in for a treat because Cyan Morrison was a tasty snack.

      He checked every one of my boxes. He was like the perfect mix of everything, and then those eyes! But it was his personality that really appealed to me. He wasn’t mean or loud and opinionated. He wasn’t judgmental or egotistical. He was genuine and nice and funny. During my most embarrassing moment, he stayed cool and calm. I knew he was laughing with me, not at me. And he didn’t try to make a move on me when I changed my clothes. But not because he thought I wasn’t worthy of making moves on. It was because I’d made my intentions clear, and he respected them. That was so hot!

      I fired up my laptop and opened the document I’d been working on. A review of the latest book I’d been reading, a steamy historical romance about an unruly girl and her piano teacher. I had to admit, even as a gay guy, her deflowering scene was pretty hot. That was exactly what I wanted, the perfect night, just like Amelia got. Stars and music, dancing, romancing. A man who wanted to take his time with me and make my magical night last for hours. I’d waited twenty-one years for one of these men… Still waiting. I’d probably die waiting at this rate. I might need to go to greater lengths to realize my dream.

      As I typed the last few lines of the review and hit post, it occurred to me. I did need to take action to make it happen. My fate was in my hands and I was just waiting on myself to take the next step. I might never find the kind of man I was looking for, but I could certainly hire one to pretend to be him for one night. I could hire an escort for one magical evening. I’d pay him to pretend to be the man from my fantasies who wanted to give me his time, attention, and affection for a few blissful hours of passionate lovemaking.

      In my head, I could pretend that it would be real, and because I was paying him, I wouldn’t have to worry about someone giving me their honest reactions. Like laughing because my body wasn’t muscular enough. Or making fun of me because I had zero sexual experience. Or my worst fear, evaluating the size of my dick. Even if I gave the worst blow job of the man’s life, I wanted him to pretend it was amazing. I was willing to pay for him to look upon me with desire, like I was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

      Hiring someone ensured they’d follow my instructions to the letter. I wanted all the sweet fluffy pillow talk and the compliments. I especially wanted to include the part where they lay me gently down on the bed and kissed their way down my body, just like in my books. I wanted to feel all swoony and dizzy with passion. And lots of kisses! Most importantly, when it was over, I wanted to be sure they’d stick around and hold me for a while and tell me how wonderful it felt to be inside of me. And how they would never forget this night as long as they lived.

      Decision made, I dialed Lucky’s business number with my heart in my throat. I wasn’t nervous about what I wanted, only about having to admit it to somebody else. Someone like Lucky who had tons of experience and probably thought I was silly. But I knew Lucky wouldn’t laugh at me. Not out loud, at least. He was a good friend and a great guy.

      “Lucky Match, how can we service you?”

      Here goes nothing. “Lucky, it’s Griffin. Griffin Clarke.”

      “My buddy Griffin from school?”

      Lord, give me strength. “Yes. The one and only.”
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