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Thursday, Day One

“Rose, I can’t come home. I’m swamped.”

“You owe me. Who took mom on that damn cruise this summer? I had to put up with all those old lechers after me.”

Max smirked as he imagined his five foot ten model-thin sister strutting in a scanty bikini, her blond hair (not out of a bottle) glistening in the sun. Her feline green eyes were catnip for every straight man. Identical twins, he received the same looks from the men who batted on his side of the team.

“Yeah, yeah. Didn’t you shag that cabana boy?” He joked.

“Nah, he’s one of your peeps.”

“So who are you trying to impress that you’re using me to do it?”

Rose sniffed loud enough to be heard over the phone. “Like I need you. You’re the kiss of death when it comes to relationships.”

“Fuck you.” He laughed despite it being true.

“A friend bought the old Ruhl’s bakery. You know the one, on Main Street. Wants to turn it into a bar.”

Max did remember the Ruhl’s, his mouth watering at the thought of getting his hands on the building. It’d be a welcome challenge from drafting architectural plans on his computer. He struck out on his own two years ago, and while he kept afloat, the downturn in the economy dried up most of his projects.

“All right. I’ll drive up tomorrow but I’ll have to leave on Sunday.” 

“Great, I knew you’d come through.”

“Yeah, well, this is the last time I’ll let you use the ‘mother’ card.”

A light hearted chuckle rolled into his ear. “Sure thing and take care driving here in your deathtrap. I swear you need to buy yourself a real car.”

“Hey, don’t diss Dexter.” So his red MG Midget didn’t have surround-sound airbags but he could squeeze into almost any parking place which was a plus in San Francisco. Before he had a chance to say good-by the phone line went dead.

Friday, Day Two

Max’s hometown edged the California foothills. Usually a sleepy community, the population swelled during the weekends. The restaurants and shops lining the five block Main Street benefited from the wandering tourists heading to the Gold Country. 

Growing up in a small town, Max had counted the days until he could leave. San Francisco had shined like a beacon, his holy grail, a place of acceptance. The gay community had opened their arms, but he hadn’t found love. He’d been burned too many times to believe in a happily ever after --not that he didn’t try to find Mr. Right.

On the left hand side of the street, Jackson High came into view. A bulldog with its spiked collar leered at him from its place on the school sign. A group of teens were practicing football on the field. His stomach lurched as the image of Rafe McHarris appeared, unheeded and unwanted. How long had it been, seven, no eight years since their last encounter? 

Rafe. Shit. They didn’t part on friendly terms, more like two bulls with horns locked into a battle of wills. Then Rafe had left town without telling Max, no good bye, no discussion, no explanation. Without Rafe, he didn’t have any reason to stay. Once he’d saved enough money, he moved to San Francisco, finishing his architectural degree at UC Berkeley. 
A few years later, he’d heard Rafe had joined the LAPD, a perfect job for the closeted football jock that enjoyed hurting his opponents by slamming his solid body into the poor dudes.

That’s not all he slammed.

A smirk crept across Max’s face despite how Rafe had cleaved his heart in two. Rafe had a sizeable rod. Every part of Rafe was large and powerful -- hands, shoulders, thighs. Naked, he had been rock hard and willing to experiment. Max’s best friend became his lover for three blissful years.
Max squirmed in his seat, his cock stirring at memories.

Almost missing his turn, he slammed on the brakes. A horn blared and shocked him back to reality. The driver sped around him, flipping him the bird.

“Get a life,” Max yelled.

Max maneuvered his car into a tight spot between a white pick-up and a green SUV because he could. There were other open spaces but why own a Midget if he couldn’t take advantage of its pint size.

He retrieved his brief case and got out, patting the hood of his car before stepping onto the sidewalk. The bakery was located on the corner of Main. Taking in the exterior, he noted the good condition of the red gold bricks. A row of windows faced both Main and the side street -- perfect visibility. 

Location, location, location.

And this was prime real estate, so whoever purchased this place had, if not design sense, at least a head for business.

Max tried the double glass doors and found them open. He walked inside and was immediately assaulted by the faint smells of yeast and mold and dust. The sunlight streaming in through the windows highlighted the dust motes scattered across the tile floor. Most of the furnishings had been removed but a few scattered tables remained. Gone were the glass cases filled with tempting pastries, cakes, and pies. Every Saturday morning, he’d walk to Main and pick up a dozen maple bars thick with icing for his mom.

Max set his brief case on a square table. “Hello, anyone here?”

“One sec.” A low voice rumbled from behind a closed door.

Max figured the owner had to be in the kitchen. While he waited, he walked the perimeter of the large room and took in the atmosphere. The bakery needed work but with a few renovations it’d be a terrific bar. He’d open up the room by replacing the windows with retractable glass walls extending out to a patio. The structure looked sound but he would need to see the building reports.

A shadow caught his attention and he turned. 

Oh god, no. It couldn’t be?

He grabbed the back of a chair, thankful for something to hold onto. A broad shouldered man stood in silhouette but he knew him, as sure as he knew his own shadow.

A gasp echoed across the room. “Jesus, Max?”

Max couldn’t speak, not yet, not until he caught his breath. He spied the exit but it was too far away, and he wouldn’t be a coward, but holy hell, he wanted to turn and run. He didn’t have to see Rafe’s face to know it was him. He’d recognize that body in a thick fog -- mile wide shoulders tapering down to the slim hips and long legs, still muscular and powerful. And the tilt of the head a habit of Rafe’s when confused.

He’d kill Rose. No way could he work with Rafe, his stomach already in knots from just seeing his goddamn shadow.

Rafe stayed by the doorway forcing Max to come to him. Irritation crawled under Max’s skin for being put in this situation. He had half a mind to leave, but he hitched his shoulders and strode half way. 

“Rose didn’t tell me it was you?” He accused but Rafe didn’t respond.

Hell, when had Rafe and his sister become buddies? Okay, so he felt like a jealous teen, but fuck, he hated to think of those two talking about him. He’d have a thing or two to say to Rose.

“Ah, well.” Rafe pushed his body from the wall and the sunlight beamed on his face. He quickly turned his head but it wasn’t fast enough. 

Another shock hit Max but this one went much deeper. He covered his mouth to hide his gasp, but it was too late. His eyes must have mirrored the shock and pity and absolute horror because Rafe’s eyes narrowed as if daring Max to say something, his mouth pressed into a thin line as he stepped back into the shadows. 

Sickened to see such a proud man hide, Max could only stare, his feet cemented to the floor. 

That perfect face.

That face Max envisioned during his fantasies.

That face he never got over.

From what he had seen, the left side was scarred from the temple to jaw, as if an artist took his finger and smeared the skin easy as paint. 

“Not pretty is it.” Rafe sounded resigned.

He clenched his fists. “God no! It’s just…fuck, Rose didn’t tell me.”

Max wasn’t disgusted by the disfigurement, not really, just startled as hell. No warning, no preparation, and really, seeing Rafe again was enough of a shock to his system. Why didn’t Rose warn him?

Max looked down at this feet. He concentrated on breathing, his lungs burning. When he looked up, Rafe had moved back into the doorway and away from him.

“Is this why you left the force?”

“A whole lot of shit went down. I got to thinking about my life. Hiding my sexuality and now, what the hell, it’s not like I’ll be dating.”

“Please. Step out where I can see you. Let me look at you.” Max spoke gently. He needed to see the damage, to get used to it, to let it sink in. From what he’s seen, the rest of Rafe’s face appeared normal.

Rafe hesitated but after a few moments he walked a few steps toward Max then stopped. “When someone sees me for the first time it brings it all back.” He shrugged as if apologizing. “I should have warned you.”

Max closed the space between them. “Don’t be an idiot.” He cupped Rafe’s chin and felt his friend stiffen. “Relax, babe.”

The term of endearment slipped out before Max could stop it. Oh well, he couldn’t take it back, not now.

Rafe’s eyes widened and then he closed them, a whisper of a sign escaping him. “It’s been a long time...”

“For what?” Max turned Rafe’s head to view the damage.

“Since a man touched me.”

Oh god, Max felt his heart tug at the wistfulness in Rafe’s voice. 

Max knew of a guy who had survived a fire. Every time he passed the man on the street his heart would leap in his throat at the horrific rearrangement of the man’s face. But Rafe’s disfigurement was different. Sure Max’s heart leaped, but for a totally different reason. 

The scarred skin didn’t repulse. “Does it hurt if I touch there?”

“It’s numb but no pain. Not anymore.”

The ravaged skin could have been a severe case of acne. Max ran his finger down the rough patch. Rafe closed his eyes and sighed, lips slightly parted, kissable. 

Max leaned in and caught a whiff of almond vanilla soap. His heart did a funny dance as he inhaled the familiar scent -- as if they had never parted.

“Have you thought of plastic surgery? They can do wonders nowadays.”

Those blue eyes popped open. “Jesus, I’m a man.”

Max withdrew, shaking his head, a smile breaking out for the first time that day. “Spoken like a true jock.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay, I admit, I thought about it. The skin’s pretty damaged but the rest of me works.” 

Then Rafe grinned, a lopsided McHarris smile, and a thrill of lust zinged straight to Max’s groin. And his heart, it hammered so loud he swore it echoed off the walls. 

The mischievous spark in Rafe’s blue eyes remained the same, and suddenly the scars completely vanished for Max, and all he saw was the boy he’d had fallen in love with all those years ago. He wanted to be held in those strong arms. Cherished.

Max chewed his lower lip. He stood too close. He stumbled back aware of the electricity sizzling between them. Fuck’s sake. This was a mistake. 

A very big mistake.

Too much time had passed. Did he think they could just start up again like nothing happened between them?

He loosened his tie, his skin hot beneath his jacket. He had to get out of this room, run away from his past, the hurt and pain. He grabbed his brief case and grasped the handle, his knuckles white. 

“Ah.” Max scratched his head as he backpedaled towards the door. “I’m slammed with work right now. I came as a favor to Rose, but I can’t take on this project. I know of a great architect who lives nearby. I’ll call you with her number.”

Rafe crossed his arms and stared him down, piercing into his lies. “Yeah, okay. I understand.”

No! You ass, you don’t understand.

Anger rushed through Max, the dam holding back his emotions bursting in one great rush. Rafe had no idea the aching loss Max had experienced at being left behind. No idea how every man he dated never lived up to Rafe. No idea how his heart never recovered.

He never wanted to feel that much pain again.

Rafe strode toward the kitchen. “You can let yourself out,” he called back.

This man had broken Max’s heart in too many places to ever trust him.

Max watched the strong back retreat into the kitchen, the door swinging on its hinges. It creaked as it swung back and forth, further dampening his sour mood. 

Yeah, he’d kill Rose. 

Slow and methodical and thorough.

Saturday, Day Three

Max was on his third lap around the city lake. Rose kept up with his stride. On the fourth lap, he slowed his pace. After completing the route, he plopped down on a bench taking a swig of water from his bottle. Sweat kept him cool from the morning sun.

“That felt good.” He took another swig of water, tempted to pour it over his head. It looked to be a scorcher today.

Rose sprawled out next to him, tucking one of her legs beneath her. “You’re a coward. It’s been years since you two were together. Get over it.”

He grimaced at her accusation. “Lay off. And when did I give you permission to play matchmaker.”

“I wasn’t trying to get you two together. He needed help, and you needed a job. I was doing you a favor.”

“Fuck. Why didn’t you warn me about his face? It was shock.”

“I think his scars are sexy.”

“I never said they weren’t.” True. The imperfections added a certain dangerous sexiness to Rafe’s dark good looks. “But it took me by surprise. I looked like a spaz with my mouth gaped open.”

“How unusual.” Her sarcasm was grittier than sand.

“Shut up.”

“He probably thinks you won’t do the job because he’s not the perfect man that you remembered.”

“He was never perfect.”

It had been their second year at the local community college when Rafe had left town. He never told Max his plans, never discussed them. Sneaking out of town like a thief, too afraid, too concerned with his reputation. And in all the years that passed, never once had Rafe tried to call or get a hold of him. It was as if they never shared a life together.

“He left me, remember.” Max sounded bitter, but hell, it had taken years to get over the bastard. Now to see Rafe again, well it was too much. He needed to keep hold of his anger.

Rose put her frosted water bottle to her forehead. “You guys were young. Rafe was confused. He needed some space to think things through. And you pushed, and pushed for him to move in with you. You forced his hand and he had no choice but to leave. You need to forgive him, Maxie.”

He scowled at his nickname. Rose had a way of making him face up to his faults. He was being childish and he did need the job. He didn’t want Rafe to think he was so shallow as not to take the job because of his disfigurement.

“His face, how did it happen?”

“During an explosion, some kind of police raid. His partner was killed. He almost didn’t make it.”

A chilling sensation spread through Max at the thought of Rafe dying. He quickly shut down these feelings, afraid to feel too much, too soon. 

Rose crossed her arms. “I’m not sure why he quit the force, but there are all sorts of rumors. This town is one big gossip mill. Some say he was accused of negligence but I don’t believe it.”

Neither did Max. Rafe had always been responsible and capable and smart. He wouldn’t go into a raid without being prepared to the nth degree. And to lose a partner, it had to tear Rafe up inside.

“You’re right. I need to apologize.” They would never be together again, but the truth of it was, Max never fell out of love with Rafe.

Rose grinned. “Of course I am. After all, I’m your older and wiser sister.”

“By three seconds.” He laughed and gave Rose a hug. He pulled away, smiling. “Ugh. You stink.”

She punched his arm. “So what are you going to do?”

“Take the job if he still wants to hire me.”

“Good.” Rose sat up and stretched her arms over her head. “My whole body hurts.” She tilted her head and grinned. “So are you seeing anyone?”

“I wondered when we’d come to that. What about you?”

“You first.”

“No. And, no, I’m not interested in Rafe.”

Rose’s grin widened – the one that stopped men in their tracks. He had the same smile and it usually got him laid. 

“Whatever,” she said, and popped up from the bench. “Call him.” She handed him her cell phone with the number already dialing.

He almost dropped the phone when Rafe answered. He swallowed his pride. “Rafe? This is Max. Ah, can we talk?”

Sunday, Day Four

Max chose to meet Rafe in a neutral zone, avoiding old haunts which would evoke too many memories. He sat at a table with a good view of the entrance to Starbucks. He nursed his latte while checking his text messages, anything to control his nerves. When Rafe walked in, he sensed it, and looked up. 

Customers turned their heads in Rafe’s direction. Some showed momentary shock but many stopped him to say hello, not blinking an eye, and the women, hell, they eyed him like they wanted to lick him.

Max frowned. Still a chick magnet and jealousy really was an ugly emotion. The man always demanded attention, even without asking for it. 

“Can I buy you another?” Rafe pointed to Max’s latte.

Max put his hand over his cup. “Nah, I’m good, but thanks.”

Rafe returned with a cup of coffee and sat across from Max. “I’m surprised you called. I thought you fled town by now.”

Ouch. Okay, he deserved it, but shit, he was trying here. “I let my feelings get in the way of business. I want to apologize.”

“Is it my face?”

“Fuck, no. You think I care you have a few scars. You must really think little of me.” Or think of me at all, but he kept his mouth shut.

Rafe stroked his chin and Max followed those fingers so close to that pleasant mouth. He’d bet those lips still knew how to kiss. Rafe had been a great kisser, one of the best.

“I didn’t put Rose up to this.” Rafe’s low voice woke Max from his daydream.

“Huh, I didn’t think you did.”

“I wouldn’t have agreed to it.”

Max’s stomach took a nose dive. “So you don’t want to work with me?”

“I thought you’re too busy?”

“It was an excuse.” He traced the ring around his paper cup, unable to meet Rafe’s eyes. “Seeing you again threw me off.” He quickly looked up. “And it’s not because of that.” He pointed to Rafe’s face. 

“Hey, don’t worry, I came here to agree with you. We shouldn’t work together.”

What? No way could he walk away without at least some closure between them. “Why not? It’s been eight years. Let’s move on.”

A smile crept slowly across Rafe’s face. “You’re counting.”

Oh, fuck’s sake. Max pressed his hand to his chest. He had to be vigilant around this man. “Look, about your renovations. I have some awesome ideas for the space. I could draw up some plans, makes some suggestions. You might be a good business man but you always were lousy when it came to style.” He eyed Rafe’s torn jeans and faded blue T-shirt and shook his head. “I rest my case.”

Rafe’s laugh bounced off Max’s heart, it felt so good to hear it. 

“I want my place to be comfortable. It’ll be a full bar with a few specialty drinks, appetizers and small plates. Nothing too fancy.”

Max followed the path of Rafe’s hand. A loss of breath tightened his lungs as the hand crept closer.

“It’s a great location. They had the best maple bars,” Max blurted. What the hell did that come from?

“You’d eat a dozen yourself.” Rafe gaze looked over Max from head to toes. “Even with that sweet tooth of yours, you’ve kept in great shape.”

Shit. Max’s ears burned. With his pale complexion, he never could hide his embarrassment. “Okay, well, I’ll draw up some plans by the end of the week.” 

He lifted his cup but Rafe stopped him with his hand. “I need to ask you to forgive me. After what I went through, I’ve learned to be honest. Everyone in town knows I’m gay. I’m not hiding this part of me anymore. I’m sorry about how we left things between us.”

Now he apologized, after years of silence. 

Max clenched his hand around the paper cup. Again, his anger rose like a bitter wind. “So, give the guy a medal. Fuck, what do you want from me? It’s a little late for me to care. I wanted us to have a relationship, to build a life together.”

“I wasn’t ready.”

“But you are now?” Max bitterly laughed. He pulled back from his chair but the look of regret in Rafe’s eyes forced him back into his seat. “Look, we both have changed. I have a great life in the city--”

“I’m not asking you come back home, just to forgive me.”

Suddenly Max was tired. Tired of holding on to his regrets, a weighted burden he no longer wanted. He had to move on and find someone who could love him back. Rafe had another life. What could they possibly salvage now?

“There’s nothing to forgive.” He echoed his sister’s sentiment. “We were young, confused. It’s all in the past.”

Rafe stroked his chin. “I never forgot you. Not in all these years. I missed you.”

Max stalled in his seat, his hand flying out, knocking over his coffee. “Shit” He shot up and backed away from the creamy liquid traveling over the table. What was this? A confession of love? After telling him they shouldn’t work together? The dickhead was messing with his mind. In tough times, Rafe would leave him. He couldn’t trust him, not with his heart.

Rafe grabbed a glob of napkins from the counter and blotted up the mess. “Didn’t mean to startle you but it’s the truth.”

“What, now that you’re scarred you think you can say anything that comes into your fucking head?”

“Man, I’m not the freak here.” Rafe threw the soggy napkins on the table. “Fuck you.” He strode out of the coffeehouse, and out of Max’s life.

Max sat down and buried his head in his hands, catching his breath. God, he had to control his temper. Rafe seemed to spark it but he’d noticed the hurt in Rafe’s eyes. 

He’d messed up. 

There might have been a time when he’d watch Rafe go but not now. Never had he cared so much about another person. So why was he sitting here watching his one chance at happiness disappear? 

Max dashed out of Starbucks and into the parking lot searching for Rafe. Not hard to fine, he spotted him sitting in his black SUV. He planted his feet behind the car, waving his hands, daring Rafe to back out. 

Rafe rolled down the window and stuck out his head. “What the hell?”

Max stepped around to the driver’s side. Rafe frowned, those intense eyes sharper than knives. “I should have run over your ass.”

Max grabbed Rafe’s chin and kissed him. The familiarity of those lips hit him hard in the chest. He skimmed his fingers over the roughed up cheek, his other hand digging into Rafe’s shoulder, holding him, afraid he’d pull away.

But Rafe didn’t pull away, he kissed back. 

Their tongues sought each other out – his cock packing a bulge in his pants. 

He didn’t want to hurt this man, ever. Or see him hurt anymore. 

Rafe pulled away and Max was glad to see him panting. 

“Why did you kiss me?” Rafe kept his hand on Max’s face.

Max caressed the cheek, getting used to the rough feel of it. He didn’t mind the scars, it didn’t distract from his attraction for Rafe. “I felt like it.”

“You always do what you feel?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry for what I said back there. I’m the freak. Confused about how I feel. But I don’t want to walk away. Not yet, not until we see if there’s something real between us.”

“You’re not a freak, you’re beautiful, maybe scared. But so am I.” Rafe’s eyes softened. “Let’s start by not apologizing anymore, okay.”

“Okay.”

“I won’t let you down this time. So don’t give up on me.” 

Rafe’s dimples looked too adorable to ignore and Max kissed both of them before pulling back. “So where do we go from here?”

Rafe looked around the parking lot and shrugged. “Back seat of my car or my house?”

Max kissed that smug mouth, his lips vibrating against Rafe’s laugh.



The End
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