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      Touch & Go was supposed to be the final book in the series. And then I saw a picture of a guy in a swimsuit. Ricky, who had showed up as a minor character in Push & Pull and Touch & Go perked up and said, “He’s mine.” I tried arguing, but have you ever tried arguing with a drag queen? Doesn’t work. They are persistent. And then I told Allison Hickman about it and well, it was a done deal.

      Researching drag was both interesting and a lot of fun but swimming was a little tougher. Because the sport featured so heavily in this book, I got help from several people, Jayden Brooks and Benjamin Van der Wel and I appreciate their patience and their insight. In addition, I read some swimming biographies, watched several documentaries, and had Benjamin do a beta read to be sure I got it just right!

      As always, thank you to Helena Stone and Allison Hickman for the great beta work and to Sally Hopkinson for the editing!

      Thank you to all of my readers and fans who have been so patient over the past five years as I slowly worked on this series. It’s hard to believe it’s coming to a close! But not to worry, I have several fun little short stories featuring the characters that I will be releasing in the future. If you want to keep up with them, be sure to join my reader group, Brigham’s Book Nerds, on Facebook!

      This may be the last full-length Midwest Series book but these guys will always, always have a special place in my heart.
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November 9, 2013 – Lincoln Park, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      The massive, multi-lined phone on Ricky Chavez’s desk let out a shrill noise as it rang, jolting his attention away from the email he’d been focused on. He glanced over to see the light for the front desk lit up. He stifled a sigh as he picked up the handset. Some days when that line rang, he dreaded facing whatever problem it was on the other end. Because if they were calling him, it was generally something only he could fix. Which meant it was big.

      “Ricky Chavez,” he said as pleasantly as he could manage. “How may I help you?”

      “Ricky, you’re needed at the desk,” Cecilia Reeves said.

      Oh dear. Something he needed to deal with in person. That was rarely a good sign. “I’ll be right there,” he promised.

      After he settled the receiver back in the cradle, he pressed his hands to his eyes as he took a deep breath. He always tried to take a moment to center himself before he interacted with any customer, especially if there was the potential for unpleasantness. It never helped to go into the interaction feeling combative. That turned into an ugly feedback loop of bad energy and nastiness. A calm, rational approach wouldn’t necessarily solve everything, but it might at least prevent the situation from escalating.

      He took several deep breaths as he strode from his office, down the hall, and to the reception desk in the lobby of the hotel. He mustered up a pleasant smile, but as he opened his mouth to greet the guest, he realized who it was. A wave of relief washed over him immediately at the sight of a welcome, familiar face.

      “Oh! Hello, Mrs. Barker,” Ricky said as his expression widened into a genuine smile. “It’s lovely to see you today.”

      The middle-aged woman let out a happy sigh and smiled back. “I’m so glad you’re here today, Ricky.”

      Now he knew why Cecilia had asked him to come out. Far from a stressful, contentious encounter with an unhappy guest, this promised to be a very pleasant interaction.

      Ricky rested his elbows on the counter of the reception desk, then leaned in. “What can I do for you today?”

      “Well, this December is my husband’s and my twentieth anniversary. We met here, you know.”

      “I remember you telling me that! At the hotel bar, right?”

      “Yes.” Sandra’s cheeks turned faintly pink. “Earl was traveling for work, and I was supposed to meet a date for dinner, but I got stood up.”

      “And Earl bought you a drink and swept you off your feet,” Ricky said with a wistful sigh. “Oh, I’ll never forget that story. It’s so romantic.” Ricky had been searching for romance like that his whole adult life. But he was thirty-four years old, and he had yet to find it. Certainly, no one had appeared wanting to sweep him off his feet, and his romantic prospects were thin on the ground.

      The problem was Ricky was also practical. As much as he wanted everlasting love and romantic gestures, he'd always assumed that as a gay man—and a drag queen, at that—it was unlikely to ever happen for him. Which was very disappointing. It was hard enough to find someone who was interested in both sides of who he was, though, much less someone who adored him and wanted to shout it to the world. Frankly, at this point, he’d settle for someone who didn’t resent his drag or fetishize him for it.

      Unfortunately, those prospects were equally thin on the ground.

      Since Ricky couldn’t easily fix his love life, he’d chosen to throw himself into his work. At least, that was going well. He smiled at Sandra Barker again as she continued to chatter on.

      “Of course, this place was the Clark Hotel in those days. And well before your time,” she continued with a little wink.

      “Just a bit.” He aimed another smile at her. “So, it’s your anniversary and you need my help. Let me guess. Are you planning a surprise celebration for Earl?”

      She clapped her hands together. “You guessed it in one!”

      “I assume you’ll want a suite?”

      “Well, no. I was hoping I could get the room we stayed in then, actually.”

      “I’d be happy to make that happen, but I’m afraid our records don’t go back that far,” he said with a little frown. “Do you remember the room number?”

      “Oh, yes. We were in 401. It had a lovely view of the park.”

      “Well, that makes it easy,” he said cheerfully. “Now, what dates were you thinking?”

      “December 5th, please, if you can.”

      He tapped away at his keyboard to see what was available. There was someone booked in 401 already for one of those nights but he could easily swap the rooms. Around the holidays, the hotel got busier, so they’d be fully booked soon, but at the moment, they still had a few rooms available.

      After Ricky pulled up Sandra’s information and made sure everything was taken care of for both her and the guests she’d bumped to another room, he smiled at her. “You are all set to stay in 401. Is there anything else I can do to make your weekend special?”

      She leaned in. “Well, I was wondering if the chef could prepare the meal we ate that night.”

      “I’m quite sure something could be arranged. We've had several executive chefs since then, so I can't guarantee that the flavors will be exactly what you ordered that night, but I know they’ll do their best. What did you have to eat that evening?”

      She slipped her hand in her purse and pulled out a manila envelope. He watched curiously as she removed a heavy piece of white cardstock, and as she slid it across the desk with a sheepish little grin, he recognized the old logo of the Clark Hotel. “I filched the menu that night.”

      Ricky laughed, touched by the sentimentality. “Well, your secret is safe with me. What on earth made you decide to save it, though?”

      “I was sitting across from Earl and listening to him speak in that deep, wonderful voice of his, and I just fell ... It was love at first sight, Ricky. I looked at him and I just knew he was the man for me and that we'd be married and spend our lives together. So, when he excused himself to go to the restroom, I slipped it in my purse. I wanted something to remember our first date by. When I told him later, he rolled his eyes at me, but I could tell he was touched.”

      Having met Earl Barker, Ricky didn’t doubt it. Even after twenty years, he was still every bit as smitten with his wife as she was with him.

      “Oh, how sweet.” Ricky scrutinized the menu. “So, which of these scrumptious sounding entrees did you have for dinner that night?”

      “Earl had the steak, and I had the sea bass.” She pointed to the two items, and Ricky read the descriptions carefully.

      “They both sound wonderful. Sea bass may be a little tough to source, but I'll talk to Chef about it and see what we can do.”

      “You're an absolute angel, Ricky.”

      “Shame the halo keeps getting caught on the horns,” he said with a wink. She laughed like he'd hoped she would. There were a lot of guests he had to be very sober and professional with but Sandra enjoyed a bit of banter, and well, so did Ricky. Customers like her always made his day more enjoyable.

      “Now, what else? Appetizers, drinks, salads, desserts. Tell me all of it, and we’ll try to recreate it down to the last detail you can remember.”

      It’ll cost an arm and a leg, of course, he thought as he jotted down notes. Maybe more. But Sandra and Earl had the means, so Ricky wasn't concerned. With them, the price was no object. Ricky had free rein to make it a lavish celebration of their first meeting.

      After he’d taken notes of all of the menu items, he returned the original to her. Tomorrow, Ricky would meet with James, the executive chef of the hotel restaurant to make sure everything could be recreated. He’d worked with James long enough to know what he could safely promise and what he couldn’t. James would grumble a little, but he’d pull out all of the stops, and by the time they were done with dinner, the Barkers would feel like they’d been transported back to December 5, 1993.

      “Thank you again,” she gushed. “You’re a gem.”

      “I’m happy to help,” Ricky said. “You know I’ll do everything in my power to make this a perfect night for you two.”

      She beamed and captured his hands between hers, deftly slipping money into his palm. Knowing her, it was several hundred dollars. And that was just to start. He knew both she and her husband would tip him generously during their stay. Ricky appreciated it. He was going well above and beyond what he did for most guests, and he’d spend hours getting everything arranged. She made his extra effort more than worthwhile, though he would have done it for far less because she was also unfailingly kind to him.

      “Thank you, Ricky. You're such a dear. I knew if I talked to you something could be arranged.”

      Ricky smiled at her. “For you, something can always be arranged. Is there anything else I can do? Does your husband like flowers or chocolates?”

      “Well, he's not much of one for chocolate or receiving flowers, although he's wonderful about sending them to me. He did like these bourbon caramels I got him once.” She frowned. “But for the life of me, I can't remember where I got them. I know they were made by a shop here in Chicago. They were soft and chewy and came in these pretty gold wrappers inside a black and gold box, but I can’t remember the name of the company to save my life.”

      Ricky added those details to his notes, and when he was done, he leaned in. “Well, you just leave it to me, and I guarantee I will do my best to hunt them down for you. If the company is still in business, I’ll get a big box for you to give to him.”

      “Oh, see? You are a gem.” She clasped her hands together and beamed at him again. “Would it be too much trouble to ask for theater tickets that night as well? He's been dying to see Wicked, and I'd love to make that happen for him.”

      Ricky made another note. “I'm on it. Just leave it all to me!”

      When they were done, Ricky walked her to the door, then kissed her on the cheek after she thanked him again.

      “It was my pleasure,” he said warmly. “Take care!”

      Cecilia stared at Ricky as if he really had grown horns as he approached the desk again. “Wow.”

      “Wow what?” he asked with a smile.

      “That's over the top, even for you.”

      He chuckled. “What is? The amount of work I'll have to do to create their special night?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, you'll be calling around to every candy shop in Chicago, at this rate.”

      “I’d planned on starting with Google.” Ricky shrugged. “But even if I do have to make a bunch of calls, she's a sweet lady, and her husband is lovely too. If I can make their stay special, I'll go home happy.”

      “You're way nicer than I am,” Cecilia said with a little snort.

      “Are you trying to butter up the boss?” he asked. “Or give him a bad impression of your willingness to help guests? Because I can’t tell.” But his tone was light, and she would undoubtedly know he was teasing. He’d hired her almost four years ago. In that time, they had developed a good rapport, and he’d never doubted her willingness to work hard.

      “Neither!” Cecelia shook her head. “But you know what I mean.”

      Ricky leaned his hip against the desk. “Look, not every guest needs or wants that level of attention. And sometimes, you do have to tell a guest what they're asking for is more than you can handle. Especially if other people are waiting or the quality of their visit will be compromised by meeting the first person’s request. But otherwise, that's what we do here at The Park. That's why people enjoy boutique hotels and concierge service. We do what big chains can't. We offer a personalized experience for them.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” She hummed thoughtfully. “I guess I just feel like some of it is so excessive.”

      “It can be,” Ricky agreed. “But I enjoy making people happy. Especially good people like the Barkers. Did you know she founded the biggest AIDS charity in the Midwest and hosts huge fundraising events for it every year?”

      “No, I had no idea,” Cecilia said, her eyes widening.

      “They have an enormous amount of money, and they do a lot of good with it. I’m happy to help them celebrate their anniversary. They're a wonderful couple and madly in love after twenty years. If I can help them out, why not?”

      “No, no. You’re right. I'm just jealous,” Cecilia admitted with a little sigh. “I'll be paying off student loans until I'm fifty, and I can't find a boyfriend to save my life.”

      “I hear you,” Ricky said. Well, not as much about the student loans. He'd worked at hotels since he was sixteen and paid for most of his bachelor's degree in hospitality with his work there. Financially, he was in a pretty good place. Romantically ... well, that was another story.

      The Barkers’ relationship made Ricky as envious as the runner up on Drag Race. Twenty years of marriage was a long time. Twenty happy years was mind-boggling. Ricky’s longest romantic relationship with anyone was barely more than six months.

      Because it always came down to making a choice between the relationship or drag. And, well, drag won every time. It was more than a side job or a hobby. It was a part of who Ricky was. And no one had ever inspired him to give that up. Not yet, anyway. And he doubted anyone would.

      On the whole, Ricky considered himself fortunate. He had a fantastic career as a hotel manager and the perfect side gig as a drag queen. He was close to his family and had some of the best friends a guy could ask for. The only thing missing was the romantic relationship. But while careers and friends held an important place in his life, they didn't fill that one piece that was missing. That person he could rely on through thick and thin. The one who would love him.

      All of him.

      Maybe Ricky expected too much from life. All of his friends told him, “Oh, it'll happen eventually,” when he complained about his lack of relationship, but he wondered sometimes. Would it? There were no guarantees of anything. Just because it often did for many people, just because it had for them, didn't necessarily mean it would for him. His friends called him a pessimist, but he considered himself more of a realist. No matter how much he wanted a relationship, the universe didn't owe him one.

      Only time would tell who was right. His friends who were so sure it would happen. Or his own gut instinct that the kind of person he was looking for was rare. One in a million, maybe. And the chances of them ending up in the same place at the same time were astronomically small.

      Ricky had never hoped to be proven wrong more.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, sir, we have a strict policy here at The Park Hotel,” Ricky said with as polite a tone as he could manage. The lovely morning interaction with Sandra Barker had long-since faded, and now he had a difficult guest on his hands. “Registered service animals are always welcome, but pets are not,” he explained.

      “Igor’s not a pet!” the man argued. “He’s an emotional support iguana. Look, I have paperwork.”

      He thrust the paper at Ricky, who scanned it.

      “Sir, here at The Park we’re committed to accommodating people with physical or mental disabilities, which includes the companion they have for help and support. However, under ADA law, dogs are the only animal considered a service animal. Reptiles are not included in that list, and I have no idea what the International Reptile Society is. While I am sure Igor is a valued companion of yours, we are not legally required to accommodate reptiles as service animals.” He tapped the counter for emphasis.

      “I’m going to sue this hotel for discrimination!” the man shouted, his face turning red with rage.

      Ricky smiled as pleasantly at him as he could manage. “You are welcome to do so. However, if you continue to raise your voice right now, I will ask my security staff to kindly escort you from the hotel.” He opened his mouth to argue, and Ricky held up his index finger. “Furthermore, if you attempt to resist my security staff, I will call the Chicago Police Department.”

      Ricky had only had to follow through with that threat a few times in his entire career, but it usually worked like a charm. And this was no exception. The man closed his mouth with an audible snap.

      “Now,” Ricky continued. “Shall I send a bellhop to assist you in bringing down your bags?”

      Twenty minutes later, after Ricky had walked the man out of the hotel, he let out a deep breath. Cecilia gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you for dealing with that. He was seriously unpleasant.”

      “He certainly was,” Ricky agreed. “I’m glad you called me.”

      Some issues were just above the pay grade of the front desk clerk, and the more Ricky could do to help smooth over situations like that, the better. Some managers preferred to be called as a last resort, but Ricky preferred being pro-active. After several years of working together, he and Cecelia had this down to a science.

      Grateful the encounter was over, Ricky walked down the carpeted hallway to his office and tugged the door shut behind him with a relieved sigh. He rubbed his temples as he took a seat at his desk.

      An iguana.

      In the nine years he’d been working at The Park, it was the first time a guest had brought in a reptile and claimed it was a service animal. He’d seen some very weird things, but that was a new one. He could have gone his entire career without it. The man had left the poor creature running loose in his hotel room all morning while he was gone, and the woman working housekeeping had screamed in shock when she discovered it under the bed covers.

      Unfortunately, Ricky always second-guessed himself when he challenged a guest like this. He hated to accuse anyone of lying, but a quick search online showed the International Reptile Society didn’t exist. Knowing that made him feel a bit better about the situation. Clearly, the society was as phony as the cobbled-together logo on the so-called official document the man had thrust in his face.

      Ricky had the utmost sympathy for guests who needed additional accommodations, and he’d bent over backward numerous times for guests with valid needs. They’d even made an exception for a Muslim guest with a trained and certified miniature horse she relied on because her religion expressly forbade the use of dogs. Ricky had found the small horse as docile, well trained, and clean as any dog. It even wore small rubber booties on its hooves.

      But the iguana had strained belief, and Ricky was glad he’d trusted his instincts.

      As a manager here, he had to.

      He was lucky to work for a place like The Park, though. As a top-tier boutique hotel in Chicago, they had a clientele who appreciated the eclectic vibe and stylish décor. Just a few months before, it had become an LGBTQ Certified Hotel, and they had always made a point of hiring a diverse staff.

      Nine years ago, Ricky had been working as a bellhop at a once nice but starting to go to seed hotel near Pilsen when his manager discovered Ricky’s involvement in the local drag scene. He’d been fired on the spot. Thanks to his connections in the drag world, a friend snagged him an interview at The Park Hotel, and he’d been hired immediately as a registration clerk. In the years since then, he’d worked his way up to hotel manager.

      Not bad for a thirty-four-year-old Latino drag queen from Chicago. Not bad at all.

      Ricky pulled a small compact from his desk, then scrutinized his reflection. A quick finger comb settled his dark hair into place, and he turned his attention to his face. His skin wasn’t too shiny, thankfully. He lightly powdered his T-zone to keep it that way, then touched up the gloss on his lips.

      Much better. He nodded at his reflection, then snapped the compact closed. He smoothed down the lapels of his charcoal suit, straightened his tie, and then grabbed his portfolio and a pen.

      His day was winding down, and he had a drag show to look forward tonight.

      Ricky just had to get through the two-hour budget meeting he had ahead of him. At least, there would be fewer iguanas to deal with.

      He hoped.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        EDGEWATER, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      “Hey, girl.”

      Ricky looked up from his sewing machine, straight pins clenched between his lips. He smiled around them and waggled his fingers at Blair Underwear—fellow drag queen, actress, and housemate—who had been born with the name of Irving Collins. Since he was dressed down in jeans and a hoodie and sported a thick five o’clock shadow, he was more Irving than Blair at the moment. He was a big teddy bear of a black man, and Ricky loved him to pieces.

      After Ricky took the pins out and dropped them on the magnetic tray where he was supposed to store them, he smiled at his friend. “Hey.”

      “How’s the dress coming?”

      “Not bad.” Ricky held up the slinky gold sequined fabric and eyed it critically. “I’m attaching the lining now. I’ll probably need you to pin the hem for me in the next few days.”

      “Of course, babycakes. But I thought you were wearing it for your show tonight.”

      Ricky chuckled. “I certainly hope not, or I am in real trouble. No, tonight will be the amethyst satin. Or maybe the emerald. I’m still debating.”

      Rosie Riveting was glamour personified. Ricky had taken his inspiration from the film stars of the 30s and 40s when he created his drag persona. With elegant finger waves in her wigs, opulent jewels, makeup to emphasize her delicate features, and long slinky dresses in jewel tones to set off her rich brown skin, Rosie was a bombshell.

      Just the way Ricky liked her.

      “What about you?” he asked Irving. “Does Blair have a show tonight?”

      “No. I’m between shows at the moment. Not everyone’s lucky enough to have a regular gig like you,” Irving teased. “If I didn’t love you so much, girl, I’d be jealous enough to scratch your eyes out.”

      Blair’s shows ran more toward raunchy innuendo and sharp-tongued comedy than Rosie’s. Fabulously fun but a very different mood. Rosie was a singer at Temptations Club. Raucous drag shows and nightclubs had their place in Boystown, and Ricky had spent more than his share of time in them. And loved every second of it.

      But Ricky felt at home in Temptations’ elegant space. And he knew he was lucky as hell to have snagged a regular gig like that.

      Speaking of which ... Ricky glanced at the clock on the wall. “I should get dinner going and start getting ready.”

      “Sure thing,” Irving said. He leaned in and kissed Ricky on the cheek. “Break a leg tonight.”

      “Thanks.” Ricky kissed him back.

      Ricky carefully set his dress on the worktable, then flicked off the power on his sewing machine. “You staying up here to work?” he asked.

      Irving nodded. “If I’m not doing shows, I might as well be making something to wear once I do get a gig.”

      Ricky grinned. “I’ll keep my ears open for shows for you too.”

      “Thanks. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      Ricky grabbed his phone from where he’d set it on the worktable, then let himself out onto the landing of the staircase. The long, narrow brick house was divided into three apartments, one on each floor, plus a fourth-floor attic space Ricky and Irving, and their former roommate Sam, used communally as a workroom.

      Though their sewing and crafting skills varied, one thing that was universal was that drag queens always owned a lot of clothes. Ricky, Irving, and Sam had all been crammed into too-small apartments before they moved in together. When Irving’s grandmother died and left him the building, Ricky was living in a one-bedroom in Pilsen and sleeping in the living room. The bedroom had been converted into a dressing room/closet/sewing studio, which left no room for a bed.

      Irving had planned to sell his grandmother’s place until their friend Reuben Washington suggested they create a drag queen commune of sorts. Irving would move into one floor, Ricky and Sam would move into the other two, and they’d use the attic space for a sewing studio. It was only a twenty-minute drive south to Boystown and forty minutes to The Park Hotel using public transit. It was equally convenient for Irving and Sam’s jobs. It was a brilliant solution for all of them and gave them the benefits of living independently without being totally alone. They hung out regularly and often ended up on the fourth floor working together, but they all respected each other’s personal space.

      Of course, Sam had recently moved out of his basement apartment to live with his boyfriend William, and they hadn’t found a new tenant yet. Considering the fact that Sam changed men like he changed his underwear, he might move back any time.

      Ricky shivered as he jogged down two flights of stairs. All of the entrances were on the exterior of the building, which was the only downside of the setup on cold nights like this. The sun had gone down, and the temperature had dropped significantly. Ricky let out a little sigh of relief as he stepped into the warmth and coziness of his apartment.

      He turned on some music and danced as he assembled his dinner. Saturday nights were always busy, so tonight’s dinner was something he’d prepared the night before, and it only needed a short time in the oven. When the salmon and vegetables were on the baking sheet, Ricky set a timer and danced his way to the bathroom, warming up his voice a little as he hummed scales and warbled a few notes. He’d do more at the club, but it didn’t hurt to get started now.

      Ricky exfoliated his face, then shaved carefully with a brand-new razor, skimming his fingers across his skin to be sure he’d caught every last whisker. When it was as smooth as silk, he washed the traces of shaving cream away, then slathered on moisturizer. He was lucky—his skin didn’t get too irritated from the close shaving and heavy makeup application—but he liked to baby it.

      In the hall, Ricky paused in front of a shelf of photographs. Reuben had taken them. He'd photographed every inch of the city they both loved. There were other subjects, of course. Close-ups of flowers, portraits of Ricky and all of their friends. Really, anything he could aim his camera at.

      Ricky missed him. His smile and his deep voice and his “fuck you, world” attitude. Ricky missed late nights laughing over a glass of wine, brunches, and the kind of deep friendship that only came with years of shared experiences together.

      One heart attack and he was gone. The end. A life, a story, cut far too short.

      He could almost hear Reuben in his head. “What are you doing moping over me, girl? Get your pretty little ass to the club and dazzle them tonight.”

      Ricky reached out and touched one of the pictures of Reuben as he performed as Luci Fur. “I’ll dazzle them for you,” he whispered back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BOYSTOWN, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      Walking into Temptations Club always felt like coming home. After years of scrambling to get bookings at whatever venue wanted Rosie to perform, Temptations was heaven. Not only did Ricky have a recurring gig there, it was swanky and upscale with a great crowd.

      There was a supper club and lounge on the main level and a cocktail bar upstairs. It had taken some persuading to convince Jason Nelson—the club owner—that having a regular drag show in the lounge would attract enough customers, but after a six-month trial period, he’d been convinced by the number of tickets sold, and they’d settled into a happy partnership over the past three years.

      As Ricky walked through the main floor of the club, he waved at several people he knew—bartenders and waitstaff mostly. Sam worked at the club too, as a bartender, but he wasn’t behind the bar at the moment. When Ricky turned the corner, he came face to face with Jason. His often-stern looking face lightened with a smile.

      “Hey, gorgeous.” Jason leaned down and kissed Ricky’s cheek.

      “Hey, Jason.” Ricky returned the gesture, then smiled at the club owner and manager. Tonight, he wore a sleek dark blue-gray suit with a lighter smoky blue shirt, open at the collar. Ricky suppressed an appreciative sigh. Jason had thick dark brown hair with a sprinkle of silver in it, dark brown eyes, and the kind of smoldering good looks everyone found attractive. Or at least, Ricky had yet to meet anyone who didn’t look at him and think “damn”.

      Jason aimed a dazzling smile at Ricky. “How are you doing, gorgeous?”

      “Not bad. Looking forward to the show tonight,” Ricky said, preening a little at the nickname. “You?”

      “Let’s just say it’s been an interesting week.” Jason grimaced. “But I’ll survive.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Ricky said. “It would break a lot of hearts if you didn’t. Mine included.”

      Jason chuckled. “So, when are you going to let me take you out to dinner?” he teased as Ricky walked past him.

      “When you decide to become a one-man kinda guy and settle down!” Ricky threw at him as he walked away. He and Jason flirted semi-regularly. Ricky liked Jason and found him attractive, but he’d never been in a serious relationship in the nearly five years Ricky had known him, and if there was one thing Ricky didn’t do, it was date people with a fear of commitment.

      “It’s a date!” Jason called after him.

      Ricky smiled to himself as he navigated through the performance space, then walked backstage toward his dressing room. The date with Jason would never happen in a million years, but the banter was fun.

      Ricky passed the larger, communal dressing room for the guest performers who came through, but Rosie had her own. In truth, it was more of a broom closet than anything—it was barely nine feet long and seven feet wide, which left little space to walk once racks of clothing and a dressing table and couch had gone in—but it was all hers. Ricky didn’t have to schlep every costume of Rosie’s back and forth to the club or move her extensive collection of wigs and makeup. Although today, Ricky had a garment bag with several dresses he’d picked up at the dry cleaner draped over his arm that kept trying to slide off. He paused to adjust it, and Damon Ealey, the head of club security, hurried down the hall toward him.

      “Need any help with that, Mr. Chavez?” Damon asked as he approached, hands out as if ready to catch the bag before it hit the ground.

      “No, I’ve got it,” Ricky said with a smile. “Thanks.”

      “At least, let me get the door for you.”

      “Well, if you insist.” Ricky gave him a little wink, and Damon ducked his head.

      If Jason was Mr. Tall Dark and Handsome business mogul, Damon was the opposite. Dark-haired too but where Jason was tall and lean, Damon was shorter and broader. He’d been going gray at the temples and had recently cropped his hair shorter. It was a good look on him. With a sharp widow’s peak and a heavy jaw with a slightly grizzled beard, it gave his already-stern features an even rougher edge. He had the look of a brawler.

      But while Jason was flirtatious, Damon had never once said or done anything to indicate any interest. Despite working in a heavily queer club in Boystown, Ricky didn’t even know if Damon was gay, bi, or something else entirely. Damon was more of an enigma than anyone Ricky worked with here or at the hotel. But despite Damon’s hard looks, he was a big softie on the inside. More than once, he’d inserted himself between Ricky and a too-eager fan, and Ricky was grateful to him.

      “How are you today?” Ricky asked cheerfully.

      “Good.” Damon gave Ricky a small smile. “Any new songs debuting?”

      “Not tonight, I’m afraid,” Ricky said with a sigh. “My muse has been quiet. I shook up my setlist a little bit so it shouldn’t be too stale, but I haven’t been feeling a lot of inspiration for writing new music. What about you?”

      The one thing Ricky did know about Damon was that he was a songwriter. He’d only heard Damon’s music once—he wasn’t much of one for sharing any aspect of his personal life—but from what Ricky had heard, it was great stuff. Ricky’s mother was a composer, and Ricky had inherited some of her skill and had been steeped in music his whole life.

      In fact, it was a huge reason Ricky chose to sing live rather than lip-sync like many drag queens. Lip-synching required plenty of skill and talent, so he didn’t knock it at all, but Ricky had a good voice—even singing in a higher register as Rosie—and he occasionally wrote something original to include with covers that made up the bulk of her sets. It kept them fresh and exciting.

      “I’ve been stuck on a song for a while,” Damon said with a frown. “Not making much headway, either.”

      “Well, if you ever want some outside feedback, let me know,” Ricky said as they approached the dressing room.

      “Will do, Mr. Chavez,” Damon said.

      No matter how many times Ricky tried to convince Damon to call him Ricky, it never stuck. When in drag, Damon called her Miss Rosie without fail. It wasn’t worth arguing about anymore.

      “There you are,” Damon said as he swung the dressing room door open and held it so Ricky could slip inside.

      “Thanks, Damon!” His instinct was to kiss Damon’s cheek, but Ricky had always sensed that Damon wasn’t much for casual displays of affection, and Ricky respected that. He nodded instead.

      “Have a good set tonight,” Damon said in his low, gravelly voice.

      “Thank you!” Ricky sang back.

      When the door shut behind Damon, Ricky hung the dresses on one of the racks of clothing, then slipped the garment bag off them. Ricky intended to wear the green satin tonight and a bit of steaming would release the wrinkles near the hem where the fabric had puddled in the bag.

      He glanced at the clock and frowned. Two hours to go until show time. That would be cutting it close. Good makeup took time, and Rosie did nothing halfway.
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November 9, 2013 – Evanston, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      Ian opened his eyes ten minutes before the alarm went off. He didn’t know why he bothered to set it anymore. He’d spent nearly a decade getting up at four-thirty AM. Yet every night without fail, he checked his phone to be sure the alarm was set. Just in case.

      There was no room in his life for sloppiness. He was chasing a dream of gold medals. Olympic gold medals. Natural talent helped, but no one got there without an equal amount of focus and dedication.

      Ian spent a few minutes checking social media, skimming through it mostly, but the moment the clock ticked over to four-thirty, he threw the covers back.

      “Time to get up,” he muttered to himself as he walked to the bathroom. Most people were horrified by the fact that he got up so early, but at this point, it was the most natural thing in the world. His body simply didn’t know how to operate any other way.

      Ian’s morning routine was simple enough: wash face, brush teeth, dress, eat breakfast, grab duffle bag, wallet, and keys, and then get out the door. He could have done it in his sleep. Hell, some mornings he was doing it in his sleep. Just because his body was conditioned to wake up didn’t mean his brain was always on board.

      His routine, once he left the house, didn’t vary much, either. Take the bus to the Hammond Swimming Complex. Get changed in the locker room.

      Six laps jogging around the deck of the pool. Warm-up exercises, lifting.

      Back to the locker room to change into his swimsuit and grab a power bar. Morning sets in the pool.

      Shower, change into street clothes, second breakfast.

      University classes.

      Lunch. Nap. Evening swim session. Dinner. A little time to relax. Bed.

      Ian was lucky, though. Unlike a lot of his teammates, he wasn’t trying to cram in another job and a full load of classes.

      He never forgot that, by comparison, he had it easy.

      This morning, as Ian walked into the Hammond building, the first person he saw was Coach Schultz. Vincent Schultz was pushing sixty, but he still had the lean build of the champion swimmer he’d been in his day. He ran a hand across his closely cropped balding hair as he talked to one of the guys from facilities. Great. That probably meant something was wrong. Hopefully, not the heater warming the pool to an unbearably warm temperature. Again. They’d had to miss morning practice on Wednesday and would need to make it up on Sunday. Although, they maintained their facilities here very well, heaters had a tendency to go on the fritz. Ian had learned that the hard way.

      Lakeshore University was a Big Ten school, and its swim program was one of the top ones in the nation. Coach Schultz was a medal maker.

      Truthfully, Ian hadn’t cared one way or another about going to college until after his swimming career was over. But when Coach Schultz—who Bryce Burgess, Ian, and their friend Andy Murphy had been training with at a private swim club since they were all about twelve—had been hired to coach at Lakeshore, they’d followed him. The university’s program and Coach Schultz were both highly regarded, and Ian didn’t mind taking a few photography classes in order to be enrolled at the university. He’d worry about his degree after he was done with his swimming career.

      Coach Schultz looked up and nodded at Ian as he walked by. His nearly white beard hid most of his scowl, but the deep wrinkles on his forehead were more than enough to convey he wasn’t in a particularly good mood this morning. Fantastic.

      Of course, he never was these days.

      When Ian walked inside the men’s locker room, there was a familiar blond head at the locker next to Ian’s. Bryce Burgess glanced at Ian as he approached.

      Although Ian and Bryce had been swimming together for almost a decade, they weren’t exactly close. Bryce reminded Ian a lot of the people he’d gone to high school with at Thornton Preparatory Academy in Winnetka. Arrogant. Selfish. There was a reason Ian hadn’t stayed friends with them. He and Bryce both swam the 200-yard all-freestyle and the 200-yard medley relay together, though, so Ian tried to keep it civil.

      “Morning,” Ian muttered.

      “Morning.”

      Ian spun the combination lock to land on Andy’s birthday. That hadn’t been his original choice, but Andy had figured out his combination and somehow reset it to his birthday. It had taken Ian forever to get the damn thing open until he figured it out.

      Fucking Andy. Ian’s mouth twisted up in a sad little smile. Damn, I miss you.

      “You always get that look on your face when you think about Andy. Maybe you shouldn’t have been late that day, huh?”

      Ian sucked in a sharp breath, unprepared for the sudden low blow. “Fuck you, Bryce.”

      “If the truth hurts ...” Bryce closed his locker and sauntered away.

      When he was gone, Ian slammed his own locker door shut. It closed harder than he intended, and it bounced back open with a loud clatter. A photograph fluttered down to land on his shoes at the bottom of the locker. “What the hell?” Ian muttered under his breath as he reached for it.

      Ian froze when he saw the shock of red hair and silly grin. Andrew Murphy. Andy. Ian traced his fingertips across the laughing face, feeling the ever-present hole in his heart widen at the sight of his best friend. In the photo, Andy had an arm slung over Ian’s shoulder and was giving him a noogie with his other hand. The sight of him made Ian’s chest ache with the loss.

      He missed Andy's red hair and his stupid grin. Ian had never had an easy time explaining to anyone what he’d felt for Andy. It wasn't love, at least not “settle down and get married” love, but he had loved the hell out of Andy. Ian had loved Andy’s pranks and his sense of humor. The way life always seemed easier with him around. Andy had always accused Ian of being too serious. Too responsible. Andy was forever flying by the seat of his pants and hoping it would all work out.

      Of course, look where it had gotten him. Maybe if Andy had been less reckless, he'd have lived. Of course, if a perfect storm of events hadn’t also taken place, Andy might be alive now too. Ian’s eyes stung as he blinked back tears. He realized he was clenching the photo in his hand and let go, smoothing it carefully with his fingertips. He turned it over and spotted Andy’s scrawl on the back.

      Picture 5/5. I’ll bet you a blowjob and a drink this is the last picture you find.

      Ian smiled. He remembered finding the previous four pictures. Andy had played games like that all the time. Ian had rolled his eyes, but stupid shit like that always made him smile no matter how often Andy did it. That time, Andy had created a scavenger hunt, hiding pictures all around the locker room. Ian had found one wrapped in his underwear in his gym bag. He couldn’t remember the exact location of the other three, but he’d never found the fifth. Until now.

      Ian carefully tucked the photo in a pocket in his gym bag, but even without it, he could see Andy clear as day. Pale and freckled. Every muscle carved without an ounce of fat on him. Red hair. Silly grin. Mischievous blue eyes.

      Ian could hear him still. That stupid, obnoxious laugh that sounded like the braying of a donkey. Absolutely fucking awful. But Ian missed it.

      Sometimes, when Ian was feeling especially melancholy, he'd watch some of the videos of the two of them he had posted on his social media. Clips from meets mostly.

      He watched videos of his parents sometimes too.

      He'd watch until the ache in his heart got to be too much, and his eyes blurred from tears. Until the hole in his life felt so wide he could fall into it and never come out. He knew if he didn't stop thinking about it he'd never get out of bed again.

      Those were the times he missed having someone who understood.

      His parents were gone, and he couldn't talk to Coach anymore. Since Andy's death, Coach had become another person. The kind of person who didn't joke around with his swimmers anymore. A man who was all business. Ian and Coach had been growing apart before Andy died, but after that, it was as if Coach had died too.

      Andy was gone for good, and Ian was pretty sure Coach was never coming back, either.

      As much as Ian still loved swimming, it was very lonely these days.
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        LAKEVIEW EAST, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      Although Ian had showered at the gym to rinse the chlorine off after his evening practice that day, he took a longer, more thorough shower at home. After spending so many hours in the pool, the lingering smell of chlorine never fully went away, but he’d recently found a line of products that helped a lot.

      His stomach flipped as he scrubbed the deep conditioner out of his hair and carefully shaved his face.

      You’re just going out to a club, he reminded himself, trying to will away the butterflies in his stomach. Perfectly normal. Nothing strange about that. But it was strange. The guys on his team didn’t go to clubs to see a drag show. Well, okay, they had the one time for Kurt’s birthday, but it had been a joke. Because, ha-ha, wasn’t it hilarious to watch men perform wearing wigs, makeup, and women’s clothes.

      Except it hadn’t been hilarious to Ian. It had been a turn-on. He’d spent the whole show in a daze, confused, and so aroused it hurt. None of the rest of them—even Andy, who was attracted to men too—had reacted that way. Which meant this definitely wasn’t normal.

      Ian turned off the water with a sharp jerk of the lever, then stepped out of the shower. He tried to take slow deep breaths as he toweled his skin dry and slathered lotion everywhere. The constant soaking of chlorine dried it out horribly. He walked naked to his bedroom—one of the perks of living alone—and frowned at his closet. After an agonizing deliberation, he settled on his favorite pair of snug black jeans, a black tee, and a gray tweed jacket with low black leather boots.

      When Ian flipped open the case on his dresser where he kept his watches, he reached for the minimalist black watch he usually wore, but Ian’s breath caught as he brushed against the silver and blue one next to it. He lifted that watch from the case with a wistful smile. The last time he’d worn it, he’d been a kid.

      Ian remembered standing in front of his father’s dresser and gently touching the blue face with all the dials.

      “You can put the watch on for a minute, if you want,” Nicholas Harrington said as he fastened the cufflinks on his tuxedo shirt. Ian’s parents were going to a big party tonight. “I know you’ll be careful.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Ian slipped it on his wrist, but he fumbled a little with the clasp.

      “Here, let me help you with that.” Nicholas carefully knelt. His brown hair flopped over onto his forehead as he deftly fastened the clasp. “You’ll get the hang of doing it one-handed, eventually. Sometimes, it helps if you press the back of your wrist against your stomach to hold it in place while you do it.” Nicholas sat back. “Well, that looks nice on you.”

      Ian inspected the watch. It was so big in comparison to his small wrists that Ian could have slipped his whole hand through it without undoing the clasp, but it had made him feel grown up to try to do it this way. “I think I might need to grow into it,” he said doubtfully.

      Nicholas let out a hearty laugh as he ruffled Ian’s hair. “I think you might, champ. But someday, when you’re big enough to wear it, it’ll be yours.”

      “Nick? Are you ready?” Lillian called out from the bathroom.

      He stood. “Just about.”

      Ian glanced up to see his mother walk in the bedroom. She wore a long dark blue dress, and her light brown, curly hair was piled on her head. She held up a sparkling necklace. Even Ian knew they were real diamonds. He liked to watch them when the sunlight hit them just right and threw rainbows everywhere.

      “Good. Because I need your help with this.”

      Nicholas made a tsking noise as he took the jewelry from her hand. “It’s a good thing you and Ian have me around to help with watches and necklaces”

      “It is.” Lillian turned and stole a kiss from her husband. “We’re very lucky.”

      “You look pretty, Mom,” Ian blurted out.

      Lillian beamed down at him. “Thank you, baby. You look handsome with your dad’s watch on.”

      “You better save some dances for me tonight, Lil,” Nicholas said as he clasped the sparkling jewelry around Lillian’s neck.

      She laughed. “Like I won’t be fighting off all of those bored and eager housewives who want a chance with you.”

      Nicholas turned her and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “They won’t hold a candle to my brilliant, beautiful wife.”

      Ian looked away as his mom whispered something in his dad’s ear that made him laugh.

      “Okay,” Nicholas turned to look at him. “We’re going to head out, Ian. You’ll be good for your brother?”

      Ian rolled his eyes. “Yeah.” Chase was always annoyed when he had to watch Ian. But Chase was sixteen and kind of annoyed about everything.

      “Pizza should be here in about twenty minutes,” his mom said. She leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “Have fun. We love you.”

      “Thanks.” Ian smiled at his parents.

      “And don’t stay up all night.” Nicholas wagged his finger at Ian, then kissed his head too. “We have big plans to go out on the boat tomorrow, and I don’t want you to be too tired.”

      “Okay.”

      “Come on, Nick,” Lillian said. “We don’t want to be late.”

      “Don’t forget to put the watch away, Ian,” Nicholas called as Lillian gently tugged him toward the door.

      “Got it, Dad,” Ian whispered as he rubbed his thumb across the face of his father’s watch once more. He’d been sixteen when Nicholas and Lillian had died. Ian had inherited the watch, but he’d never worn it. Chase had inherited most of their mother’s jewelry with the idea he’d eventually have a wife to give it to. Ian wouldn’t. But his parents had never once treated him any differently than his brother for being gay.

      Ian returned his father’s watch to the case, then fastened his own simpler watch on his wrist before stepping back to scrutinize his outfit. He looked good and like he’d made an effort but not like he was trying too hard. That was what he was going for, right?

      But when he glanced at the clock, he realized he still had half an hour to kill. Fuck me. More time to freak out. More time to think about all of the reasons going tonight was a terrible idea.

      Number one being that it would put him further at odds with his coach.

      Ian had spent nearly ten years of his life working with Coach Schultz. He’d spent far more hours with his coach than with his own father. Nicholas had loved Ian like crazy, but he’d been a busy man, and when Ian spent at least twenty hours a week in a pool and the rest in classes, they didn’t have a lot of time together. And then he’d died when Ian was sixteen.

      “You still can’t get through to them?” Andy asked.

      “Nope.” Ian scuffed his feet on the floor of the natatorium entrance. His parents had missed his swim meet. That wasn’t like them. It wasn’t like them at all. Nicholas Harrington was a surgeon, so sometimes he got called into surgery and had to miss a meet. Lillian Harrington was a lawyer, so she was busy too. But it was rare that at least one of them wouldn’t show up at his home meets. The few times in the past they’d had to cancel, they’d called and told him how sorry they were and wished him luck. There had been nothing this time. And neither of them had answered their phones.

      A weird feeling settled into the pit of Ian’s stomach.

      “You sure you don’t want me to stay?” Andy asked. “I can wait with you.”

      “No, you should head home. I’ll just hang out until I figure out what’s going on,” Ian said. “Coach Shultz is going to stay here with me in case I need a ride. My parents and I were supposed to go out to dinner together after, so they were going to drive me back.” He didn’t have his driver’s license yet.

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Ian flashed him a smile. “I’ll call you later and tell you all about it.”

      “Okay. Later.”

      “Bye, Andy.”

      After the door closed behind Andy, Ian played around on his phone for a while, bored, annoyed, and growing increasingly uneasy. This wasn’t like his parents at all.

      “Ian?”

      He glanced up to see Coach Schultz walking toward him. His expression was … strange. It sent another trickle of unease through Ian. “Hey, did you hear from them?” Ian asked.

      “Uh, no.” Coach Schultz took a seat on the bench next to Ian. “But I did find out why they couldn’t make it today.”

      Ian frowned.

      “What I’m about to tell you is going to be very hard to say, son. There was a car accident earlier today. A delivery truck ran a red light at an intersection and sideswiped your parents’ car.”

      “What?” Ian asked hoarsely. The world seemed to rock under him as the words sank in. “Are they at the hospital? Can you take me there? When can I see them?” He jumped to his feet, ready to go but a gentle hand on his arm stopped him.

      “Ian, please sit.”

      On shaky legs, he did as instructed.

      “I’m sorry, Ian. The accident was very bad.” Coach Schultz squeezed his upper arm. “Your parents’ both died on impact.”

      “What?” The words echoed in Ian’s head as he numbly tried to absorb their meaning. “Both of them?”

      “Yes, Ian. I’m sorry. They’re both gone. Your brother is on his way here.”

      “It’s not true,” Ian whispered, turning to his coach. “It can’t be. You’re lying! Please, tell me you’re lying!” He realized he was crying and beating his fists against Coach’s chest as he pulled Ian into a hug. It couldn’t be true. Not his parents. Not both of them.

      “I’m sorry, Ian. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, son.”

      Ian’s heart hurt every time he thought about that day.

      And because of it, Ian had grown up with Vincent Schultz playing almost as large a role in his life as his own father. The man had been so much more than a coach. An uncle. A confidant.

      Ian had loved him.

      But the older Ian got, the less he revered him. He’d started to see more than a child’s idealized view of his long-time hero. And through an adult’s eyes, it wasn’t pretty.

      Now that Andy was gone, there was nothing left of the man Ian had idolized. Of course, having a swimmer die on his watch was something anyone would struggle with. But Coach Schultz had never quite recovered. None of them had. Ian had even thought about quitting for a brief period of time, but his brother Chase had dragged him out of that funk and back into the water, reminding Ian he needed to keep going. And once Ian was back in the water competing, he’d decided he wanted to keep going. To push himself. To win for Andy. For his parents.

      But Coach Schultz was definitely not the man he’d been before. And Ian didn’t love swimming for him the way he had in the past. He didn’t have the same desire to please him. Ian’s times hadn’t tanked completely, but he was no long one of the strongest swimmers on the team. He was no longer topping his own records, much less blowing state and national records out of the water. He was treading water at best.

      Losing both Andy and Coach Schultz at once had been a huge blow. On top of his parents’ death five years before ... it was more than one person should have to handle. Some days, pushing past the grief and stagnation felt insurmountable. Ian wanted to get back to where he used to be, but he didn’t know how.

      “You’d have hated what Coach is like now, Andy,” Ian muttered under his breath. “He’s become even more bitter.” Ian let out a heavy sigh. “What would you have thought about me being into drag queens, though?”

      Knowing Andy, he’d have teased Ian a little while totally cheering him on. Because that’s what Andy had done with every other thing in their lives. He’d cracked jokes, he’d teased, but it had never been mean-spirited. Andy had been Ian’s best friend for a reason. And now he was gone. Coach Schultz was practically a stranger. And now Ian had to navigate it alone.

      He could swim the 200-yard freestyle in 1:38:32 but couldn’t work up the fucking nerve to go to a stupid drag show. Ugh.

      Andy would have dragged Ian’s ass to the club and told him to go for it. Hell, Andy would probably have frog marched him right up to a drag queen and introduced them. Andy was that kind of guy. Fearless. Ian however ... not so much. Sure, he could swim fearlessly. Competition was easy. Getting laid wasn’t difficult, either. But approaching drag queens? That was fucking impossible.

      Ian was sorry he’d never talked to Andy about it. They’d all gone to the drag show just a few short weeks before Andy’s death, and Ian had been working up the nerve to tell Andy he really fucking wanted to go back. Too bad he’d run out of time.

      Ian paced his bedroom, trying to channel Andy’s fearlessness. “Just go, man,” he muttered. “It’s not like anyone will know why you’re there. You’ve been to a drag show before. It’ll be fine.”

      But there was a difference between going to a drag show with some buddies as a joke and going there with a plan to try to hit on a drag queen. But it wasn’t as if any guys on hookup apps advertised they were drag queens, or at least, not in a way that was obvious to Ian, so how the hell else was he supposed to meet one? And now that he’d set his mind to it, he couldn’t think of anything else.

      Besides, it wasn’t just any drag queen he couldn’t stop thinking about. Just one. The most gorgeous queen in all of Chicago. Maybe anywhere.

      Rosie Riveting.

      Ian had never been so single-minded about anything except swimming before. He didn’t know why, either; he just knew every time he thought about drag queens his dick got hard, and he wasn’t a genius but a hard dick usually meant he was really into whatever his dick was getting hard over. Which meant he was seriously into guys in drag, but he had no idea why.

      Andy had been the first person Ian told that he was gay, and that had been no big deal at all. His parents and his brother seemed a little surprised when he’d come out to them in high school, but they’d hugged him and told him they loved him and supported him when he said he didn’t want to come out to everyone at Thornton Prep. When Ian had started swimming at Lakeshore University, he’d come out to his team right off the bat. Been upfront about it from the very beginning, and none of them had made a big deal about it.

      Coach, however, had been harder to read.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Ian blinked at him. “I don’t know. I thought you might want to know.”

      “I don’t care what you do outside of here as long as it doesn’t interfere with your swimming,” he said. “That always comes first. You remember that.”

      “Right, of course,” Ian assured him. “I won’t get distracted. I promise.”

      At the time, Ian had assumed he’d been worried about his dating life distracting him from swimming, but the older he got, the more he realized it was worse than that. Coach was one of those people who didn’t have a problem with gay people in theory but didn’t want to think about it, much less see it.

      The drag thing added a whole new level of complication.

      Ian hadn’t known how much he was into drag until that night he ended up at Rosie’s performance. He’d sat there—mesmerized—trying not to get hard and failing completely. That night, after he got home, he’d jerked off thinking about Rosie, and he’d come so hard it had spattered on his chin.

      But what did it all mean? Why was he into guys in dresses and makeup? He’d always been into guys on the femme side, but he didn’t have the same reaction to girls in dresses and makeup.

      Why didn’t any of it make sense?

      Annoyed at himself, Ian stood and wiped his damp palms on his jeans. Before he could second-guess himself again, he grabbed his phone, wallet, and shrugged on his jacket.

      “No more excuses. You’ve got this,” he muttered as he closed the door behind him with a sharp jerk.

      How would Ian ever know how he really felt unless he actually had a chance to make the fantasy a reality?
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        BOYSTOWN, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      Ian loitered on the sidewalk half a block away from Temptations for about ten minutes, keeping his head down. He walked in at the last minute, bought his ticket, and slipped into his seat just as the lights went down.

      When the lights came back up, Ian’s heart stopped. There she was.

      Rosie Riveting.

      She was the single most gorgeous thing Ian had ever seen. It looked like she’d been poured into the silky green dress, and her throat, ears, and wrists sparkled with jewels. Her long, thick hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and she was so perfect she made Ian dizzy just looking at her.

      “Hello, my darlings,” she called out to the crowd. “How are you tonight?”

      Ian hardly heard the words she said as she introduced herself, too dazzled by her presence. But he sat up straight when she began to sing.

      His heart beat fast, and his head felt a little fuzzy as he listened to her. She tilted her chin down, and when she looked up through her lashes, it was as if she looked right at Ian. He knew she probably couldn’t see him; he was way too far back, and it was much too dark, but he felt like she was singing just to him, and he could barely draw air into his lungs.

      By the time her show wrapped up, Ian was every bit as dazed and smitten with her as he had been the last time. He hung back trying to remain unobtrusive, waiting for an opportunity to approach her, but the crowds didn’t seem to be dying down. Shit. And he felt more and more paranoid every minute he waited, sure that someone would recognize him. He wouldn’t have worried so much, except after word had gotten out that he was openly gay, a bunch of LGBTQ news organizations had featured him on their websites. He’d also done a photo spread for the Out in Chicago magazine, and he’d been invited to ride on a float in the Pride Parade—in a swimsuit, of course—so his face was pretty well known around Boystown. Not to mention other parts of him.

      Ian glanced over at the crowd and saw several guys glance over at him. Shit. Ian shouldn’t have come. This had been a really bad idea. Coach Schultz had been pissed after Ian did the magazine feature and parade. Of course, there wasn’t a lot he could say outright, but he’d made Ian’s life a nightmare for weeks afterward. Pushed Ian harder than ever and made snide comments about him.

      Often chanting, “Come on, Harrington, quit swimming like a girl!”

      Which was ridiculous, of course. Ian was in awe of the female swimmers on his team. They were incredible, and Ian respected the hell out of them. Ian had called Coach out on his “insults” once, but Coach had just scoffed and told him to stop being so sensitive. Ian’s female teammates hadn’t had any more luck getting through to him.

      No, Coach Schultz had made it apparent that he disliked any man who was anything but one hundred percent masculine.

      It wasn’t like there was much Coach could do to punish Ian for the news articles and riding on the float, though. Nothing Ian had done went against the code of conduct he had to live by as a university athlete. And Schultz wanted to win too badly to hamstring Ian completely, but he did his best to make Ian feel like shit for it.

      Ian glanced over at the crowd again and saw a handful of guys heading toward him. And fuck, he knew the face of the guy leading the pack. It had been years since they’d last seen each other, but no one else in the world looked like Lowell Prescott.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. Of all places, why the hell did I have to run into someone I went to high school with here? he wondered as Lowell approached. Although he was the last person Ian wanted to see, he did notice Lowell had only gotten better looking since Ian had last seen him.

      “Ian, right?” Lowell smiled at him, his gray eyes lighting up. He’d been a skinny little twink in high school, but now, he was tall and lean. He walked as if he owned the place, and for all Ian knew, maybe he did. The Prescotts had at least as much money as the Harrington family. The one good thing Ian could say for Lowell was that he’d never been snobby. The same couldn’t be said for the friends he’d had in the past. “Do you remember me? Lowell Prescott. We went to Thornton Prep in Winnetka together.”

      “I remember you,” Ian hissed. He’d graduated a year after Lowell. “But keep your voice down. I can’t have anyone recognize me.”

      “Oh, honey. You’re going to have to stop looking like that for you to pull that off. One of my friends recognized you right off the bat.” Lowell’s tone was sympathetic, but it was clear he didn’t think Ian could manage it.

      Fuck.

      Ian glanced at the group of guys behind Lowell and groaned. He shrank back, wishing he could just make himself disappear. “I shouldn’t have come. I knew this was a bad idea. I …”

      A dark-haired guy pushed past Lowell and spoke directly to him. “Look, Ian, you don’t have to worry about us. We won’t out you. But how bad will it be if you get recognized by someone here?”

      “Bad.” Fear made his stomach churn, and he wanted to spew his dinner everywhere. He could just imagine Coach’s sneering expression and nasty comments. God, and what if it got posted online? Coach would really lose his shit. “Really bad.”

      “Okay.” The guy with Lowell grabbed Ian’s shoulder and turned him toward the wall. “Don’t look back toward the crowd and keep your head down. We can keep people away from you for a while, but we’ve got to figure out a way to get you out of here without them noticing.”

      “There’s got to be at least one exit off the back,” the lighter-haired guy said. “Through the backstage area.”

      The dark-haired guy looked at Lowell. “What about, uh, Rosie? Would he—she—ugh, whatever—help us?”

      Lowell beamed. “Rosie would hide a body for me if I needed her to. I’ll see if I can find her.”

      Ian heard their words, but they were faint and indistinct over the blood rushing in his ears. Lowell disappeared but Ian struggled to piece together what he’d just said. His whole body trembled with fear, and the anxiety coursing through him made him feel sick to his stomach.

      “Hey, Ian?”

      The sound of someone calling his name made him glance toward the dark-haired guy. “Yeah?” he said hoarsely.

      “I’ve been there, okay. I know that pure fucking terror when you think you could get outed. But you’ve gotta take some deep breaths. These guys said you’re a competitive swimmer, right?” He nodded. “Okay. So you must have a routine to get focused before a competition. Do that now.”

      Ian closed his eyes and tried to do as he instructed. The guy had a nice voice—it was deep and soothing—and as long as Ian focused on that, he was able to pull in a few shallow breaths, at first, that slowly deepened and smoothed out as he used the techniques Coach Schultz had taught him after his first big meet in middle school where he’d been overwhelmed by a panic attack.

      When Ian finally felt like himself again, he reached up to rub the back of his neck in embarrassment. “Uh, thanks. Sorry I wigged out there for a minute.”

      The guy patted him on the back. “No worries. Happens to the best of us.”

      Lowell re-appeared. “I found Rosie. She’ll distract the crowd while I sneak you backstage. The bouncer knows, and you can hide out in Rosie’s dressing room for a while. She said there are usually people hanging around by the stage door—mostly staff, but sometimes a few fans—so you’ll probably want to wait a while until the crowds die down.”

      “Okay.” Ian glanced at the dark-haired guy, wishing he’d come with him too. Not that Lowell hadn’t been nice, but this guy seemed to get it in a way Lowell didn’t. Of course, Lowell had clearly never been scared about being out about anything, so it wasn’t a surprise.

      “Why don’t I go with you two?” The guy said. “I can help keep an eye out and fend off anyone who might be problematic.”

      Ian glanced over at him, grateful, but Lowell gave him a puzzled nod. “Sure. We’ll go that way.” He pointed to the right side of the stage.

      Ian was sure something would go wrong as they slipped through the crowd, but he kept his head down and let Lowell and his friend lead the way. The bouncer, or whoever he was, ushered them through a side entrance without a word of protest, and once they were backstage, Ian felt a little of the fear dissipate. He followed Lowell through the winding hallways to a door with a glittery sign that said Rosie Riveting.

      Lowell knocked, then pushed the door open when there was no answer. Every square inch of the room was filled with racks of clothes, wigs, a dressing table, and a couch. There was barely room to move at all, but it was empty of people and seemed safe and private, which was all Ian cared about.

      “Rosie said to take a seat in here. No one will bother you. She’ll be in as soon as she can. Do you want one of us to stay with you while you wait?” Lowell glanced around. “I don’t think there’s room for all three of us.”

      “No.” Ian shook his head. “You don’t have to wait. If you say I can trust Rosie, I’ll be okay. You’ve both been great.”

      Lowell shot him a reassuring smile and squeezed his upper arm. “Happy we could help. Why don’t I give you my number? You can use it if you run into any more trouble tonight. Or you can text me and we can catch up. I know we didn’t hang out much in high school but … it seems like maybe you could use a friend?”

      “That would be nice.” Now that the panic had receded, Ian felt even more grateful to Lowell. Embarrassed, but grateful. They hardly knew each other, but he’d really gone out of his way to help out tonight.

      They exchanged numbers, and Lowell patted him on the back. “It’ll be okay, sweets. Lots of guys are into drag.”

      “Oh.” Ian automatically protested, “No, I’m not …”

      Lowell raised an eyebrow and gave him a skeptical look. “You’re in a drag club, honey. No one just wanders into one. Whether you wanna become a drag performer or you’re into them, you’re here for a reason. No judgment from us.”

      Ian glanced under his lashes at the other guy, wondering what he thought, but he shook his head. “No judgment here, either.”

      “Thanks. Both of you.” He gave the guy a quizzical glance. “Are you and Lowell …”

      He snorted. “Uh, no. We were about a million years ago, but we’re both here with our boyfriends tonight.” He held out a hand. “I’m Micah, by the way. Micah Warner.”

      “Oh.” Ian blinked as he shook his hand. He recognized that name. The guy’d had to quit pro baseball because of a shoulder injury. Pitchers and swimmers had a lot in common, actually, at least when it came to repetitive stress injuries of the shoulder. Ian hoped like hell he’d never have to contend with anything like that, but this guy was only a year or two older than Ian. If it could happen to him, it could happen to anyone. “The baseball player, right? You busted up your shoulder and came out and all that.”

      “Yeah, that’s me.” Micah’s mouth turned down at the corner, and Ian winced, wondering if he’d hit a sore spot. But there was no doubt Micah understood why Ian didn’t want his private life splashed all over the news. He probably understood it better than anyone.

      “So you do get it.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Micah held a hand out to him again, this time with his palm up. “Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in, and you can text me if you need to talk. Seriously, I’ve been there, dude. I know how much it sucks.”

      They exchanged numbers too, and Ian thanked both of them again before they left the room. When the door closed behind them, Ian looked around Rosie’s dressing room. Feeling a little out of place, he took a seat on the sofa.

      He’d pictured approaching Rosie dozens of times, but in all of the scenarios, he’d never imagined hiding out in her dressing room because he was afraid of being discovered. He’d wanted to be smooth and charming, and now he was going to look like a scared little boy. He sighed. Perfect. Just fucking perfect.

      It was a nice place to wait though. Cramped and cluttered but the couch was comfortable, and the room smelled good. Like flowers and honey but not too sickly sweet. He wondered if Rosie smelled that way. He wondered if he’d be able to find out.

      The thought made him feel anxious and excited, so he looked around the room again to distract himself. The wall space next to the mirror held a bunch of pictures. Even from a few feet away, Ian could see they were pictures of Rosie with other people. Other drag queens mostly, although a few were with an older couple. Ian wondered if they were her parents.

      They looked proud and happy, so Ian figured if it were her family they must be pretty supportive. Ian had wondered what his parents would have thought if they’d found out he was into drag queens. Of course, he couldn’t ask them now. As for his brother Chase ... ugh. Ian had a feeling that wouldn’t go over well.

      Ian noticed a vase of flowers on the dressing table too and cursed that he hadn’t thought to bring some. Of course, clearly Rosie got flowers all the time. They wouldn’t exactly set him apart from every other person trying to win her over. Ian sighed. What the hell were you thinking? He was way too much of a mess to ever impress someone like Rosie. She was a goddess. He could swim really fucking well, but otherwise, he was just a stupid college student with a crush. She’d probably send him packing the moment the coast was clear. God, I’m such an idiot. Maybe he should just leave now. If he moved quickly enough, he could probably get out through the stage door. People there would be looking for the entertainers. Not someone like him.

      He was internally debating what to do when he heard the rattle of the doorknob.

      “Knock, knock.” The door opened and Rosie stepped inside, a smile on her face.

      Ian stared up at her, awestruck as he rose shakily to his feet. “Hi.”

      Nope, there’s no way I’m leaving now.
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      “I’m Rosie Riveting, and thank you so much for coming out tonight! Goodnight, darlings!” Rosie blew the crowd a kiss, walked to the edge of the stage, then turned back for one more saucy wink before she disappeared behind the curtains.

      Dani, the stage manager, gave her a thumbs up. “Great show,” she mouthed, and Rosie pressed a kiss to her cheek in thanks.

      After a quick check in a mirror, to be sure her hair lay in smooth waves over her shoulder and that her makeup was flawless, Rosie went out into the audience. As usual, there were a few dozen people who lingered after to get autographs and chat. About ten minutes in, she spotted a very familiar face and waved, feeling real pleasure at the sight of him. The guy walking toward her was none other than Lowell Prescott, a frequent guest at The Park who had a very special place in her heart. She’d met him six years ago when he was just sixteen—a gorgeous, wealthy, and very lonely gay teenager with a heart of gold.

      Lowell had the kind of bone structure and perfect porcelain skin to make any drag queen envious, but these days, his best feature was the contented smile he sported. Love would do that to a guy. That was what Ricky envied. Not the gorgeous face and body or the money. The contentment that came from finding a happy, healthy relationship. With a hot former college hockey player at that. Rosie suppressed a wistful sigh. Some people had all the luck. If she didn’t adore Lowell, she’d be green with envy.

      “Lowell, sweetheart!” Rosie hugged her friend when he approached. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would have given you some comped tickets!”

      “Because you would have given me comped tickets, and I can afford to pay full price,” Lowell said with a laugh. “I want a chance to support you! Besides, I brought my boyfriend and some friends of ours.” He nodded toward a cluster of people, and Rosie spotted his boyfriend Brent. She waggled her fingers at him when he glanced over at them, and he smiled and waved. He was an absolute sweetheart too.

      “Not to be rude, but I have a bit of an urgent situation I need to discuss with you,” Lowell said under his breath before Rosie could respond. “Privately.”

      “Ooh, do tell.” Rosie tugged Lowell over and out of earshot of the people still milling around after the performance.

      Lowell explained the situation, and Rosie nodded to his question about sneaking his friend backstage.

      “Of course!” she assured him and explained they could stash his friend in her dressing room until the coast was clear.

      “Brilliant!” Lowell kissed her on the cheek. “I knew you’d come through for us.”

      “I’ll go speak to Damon, then when I create a distraction, you can sneak your friend back.”

      “Thank you. You really are a lifesaver,” Lowell said, squeezing Rosie’s upper arms.

      “It’s the least I can do for you, honey.”

      With a quick hug, Lowell went back to his friends. Rosie ignored the couple waiting to get her autograph and walked over to Damon, who stood with his arms crossed looking scary in a black T-shirt and black jeans. Despite being a teddy bear to those who knew him, his scowl could put the fear of God into anyone who considered crossing him.

      Rosie explained the situation to him, and he nodded. “Sure thing, Miss Rosie. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you!” She smiled prettily at him and batted her false lashes. “Oh, and can I borrow your notebook? And something to write with?”

      Damon raised an eyebrow at her but handed over a pen and the small notebook she knew he carried in his pocket for writing song lyrics.

      “I’ll get it back to you as soon as I’m done with it!” Rosie promised before she turned to face the crowd.

      “All right, everyone,” Rosie called out. “You were such a great crowd tonight, and I’m feeling very generous, so I want to offer some free tickets to an upcoming show.”

      Everyone cheered. Jason might kill her, but she’d pay for them out of pocket if she had to. “All you have to do is write your name and number or email on a piece of paper. I’ll do a random drawing tomorrow and contact you in the next few days to claim your tickets.”

      There, that should keep the crowd sufficiently busy while Lowell snuck his friend backstage. After Rosie collected the names and numbers and signed a few more autographs, she excused herself.

      “Sorry, I’ve gotta run,” Rosie excused herself. “Goodnight!”

      With an air kiss on each cheek to a few of the regulars, Rosie extricated herself from the crowd of people who had gathered to congratulate her on a great performance.

      “Have a good night! Goodbye, darlings!” She waved at the small crowd one last time before returning Damon’s notebook. She slipped behind the curtain, her feet aching as she walked quickly down the hall to her dressing room where she was looking forward to getting out of the heels. Thirty-four was getting much too old for this.

      Of course, the night wasn’t over yet. There was apparently a scared boy named Ian hiding in her dressing room. Rosie sighed. He wouldn’t be the first straight-but-curious guy whom Rosie had encountered in her life, and he surely wouldn’t be the last. The fact that Lowell knew him was the only reason Rosie had agreed to shelter him.

      She owed Lowell her life.

      So, she pasted a smile on her face as she opened the door to her dressing room. “Knock, knock,” she called out as she entered.

      Lowell’s friend lifted his head, and Rosie stopped in her tracks to give him the once over as he stood to greet her. Well, as far as wayward boys went, he was a good-looking one, at least.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, and pouty-lipped. Just the way Rosie liked them. Ian reminded Rosie of Lowell’s boyfriend, Brent, a bit, actually. Less tan though. His clothing and accessories were exceptionally well made and perfectly tailored, though, so he was probably a rich guy like Lowell.

      Young, rich, and with a taste for drag queens. Well, there were worse combinations.

      “Hi.” His voice was deeper than Rosie expected. More manly. How nice. Lowell was about twenty-two or twenty-three now so this guy was probably about his age. The club didn’t allow anyone in who was under twenty-one, so that was reassuring. He wasn’t jailbait, at least. She shut the door behind her.

      “Hello there.” Rosie kept her own voice soft. Feminine. “I heard you ran into a little bit of trouble, honey.”

      “Uh, yeah.” He dragged a hand through his hair, messing up the neatly styled look. “Thanks for letting me hide out here.”

      “Sure. Glad to help however I can. Ian, right?” He nodded. “Nice to meet you, Ian. I’m Rosie. You’re a friend of Lowell’s?”

      “Um, not exactly. We went to high school together. I was a grade below him.”

      “You didn’t run around in the same crowd?” Rosie arched an eyebrow at him as she tried to cross the room. The couch, dressing table, and clothing racks took up most of the room, and Ian seemed to take up the rest. “Excuse me. Can I just sneak by you? I’d like to take a seat at my dressing table.”

      “Uh, sure.” Ian turned to the side, and as Rosie slipped past him, the front of their bodies brushed. Even in heels, Rosie was a few inches shorter than Ian. Up close, he smelled good, and the touch made her skin heat in a way that made her rather enjoy the close proximity.

      Although—she grimaced—if something this chaste gets you all hot and bothered, girl, it’s been too long since you’ve had a man. 

       Rosie set the sheets of paper with the winners’ information on the dressing table, then took a seat in front of the mirror. She unclipped her rhinestone earrings with a relieved sigh, peeling the double-sided tape away from her ear. The earrings were so heavy she had to tape them on to be sure they wouldn’t go flying into the audience during her act. They pinched and gave her a headache, though. She couldn’t wait to go home and shower as well. As much as she enjoyed being in drag, sometimes she enjoyed getting out of it more. It was hard work to be a woman.

      “You never answered my question,” she said as she glanced over at Ian, who sat quietly, staring at her with an intent look. “You and Lowell weren’t friends in high school?”

      “Oh, uh … no, Lowell and I weren’t in the same crowd. I was a competitive swimmer, and he …” A perplexed look filtered over Ian’s face.

      “Wasn’t?” Rosie supplied.

      “Yeah. I mean, he was an ice skater. He was popular and all, but jocks don’t really mix with ice skaters in high school, you know?”

      “You’re talking to a man in a dress right now,” Rosie reminded him gently. “I think I know something about being in the non-jock group.”

      Ian looked startled. “Yeah, I suppose you do.”

      “So, have you been to a drag show before, Ian?”

      “Uh, once. Friends and I came here last spring. It was kind of a joke on their part, but …”

      “But you came back. What exactly are you doing here at the club all alone tonight, honey?” Rosie swiveled to look at him and caught a glimpse of Ian staring at her legs. She smiled to herself. Well, she did have very nice-looking legs, if she did say so herself.

      He shrugged. “Um, I just wanted to come out to a show. See what it was all about.”

      “Yeah?” She kept her voice soft and non-judgmental. “And you enjoyed it?”

      “I—I guess so. I mean, your—your performance was amazing, but …”

      Rosie stood, then walked over to stand in front of Ian. He looked up at her with a sweet eagerness that made her soften. She took a seat next to Ian, and she heard his quick indrawn breath. Poor thing, he seemed to be quite flustered by her. How very flattering. “I have to ask, Ian. Is it that you want to wear the dress yourself or take one off a girl?”

      “What? Neither. I just—”

      “I’m sorry to pry, but you came alone to a show tonight. According to Lowell, you’re terrified of being found here, yet you showed up at Temptations anyway.” She smiled at him. “If you only wanted a good stage show, you’d have gone elsewhere. There are hundreds of plays and concerts in the Chicago area, yet you’re here. You can be honest. I promise your secret is safe with me. What is it? Do you want to know what it feels like to put on a dress and heels, sweetheart?”

      But Ian shook his head. “No. That’s not it.”

      She reached out and cupped his cheek in her hand. Ian didn’t push her away. If anything, he leaned into the touch. “So you find us girls attractive then?”

      “Sort of? I mean …” He cleared his throat. “I know I’m gay. I like guys, but …”

      “But you like it when your men dress like a lady sometimes?”

      He nodded once, reluctantly.

      “Well, you aren’t the first, and you certainly won’t be the last,” Rosie said, patting him on the cheek. Though usually, they claimed they were straight. A lot of them were far older than this sweet thing when they realized it too. At least, Ian was figuring it out early. And was refreshingly honest about it.

      “Why are you so concerned about anyone recognizing you? Are you in the closet?”

      “Um. Not really. Everyone knows I’m gay. But I’m a competitive swimmer, and my coach is ... really tough. His swimmers win a lot of medals, but he’s very strict and … close-minded about a lot of other things. He’s not easy to work with, and I don’t want to screw it up even further. If it got back to him that I was here, he’d flip out.”

      “Well, there are several seasons of Drag Race and oodles of porn videos out there if you just want to look at the pretty queens and get off,” Rosie teased as she unclasped the dazzling rhinestone bracelet on her wrist, then set it on the arm of the couch. “So, tell me what actually brought you here tonight.”

      “I don’t know really.” But Ian looked away like he couldn’t stand to meet her gaze.

      Rosie sighed and let out a little tsking sound of displeasure. “I really do wish you’d be completely honest with me.” She touched his face again because she could. Because it was too pretty not to touch. She trailed her fingers through his hair. His eyelids drooped half-shut as she combed her fingers through what had been carefully styled earlier. “Can you do that for me, Ian?”

      “Do what?” He sounded a little breathless and confused, as if he’d lost his train of thought.

      She smiled to herself. “Be honest with me, honey.”

      He nodded.

      “Then tell me the truth. Did you come here hoping for a chance with a girl like me?”

      “Y-yes?” His voice wavered a little. “I just wanted …”

      She leaned in and breathed softly in his ear. “Just wanted a taste of what it would be like to be with a boy in a dress?”

      She heard the hitch in his breathing. “Yeah.”

      “Well—”

      “Miss Rosie?” The door opened, and she saw Damon peer his head in. “Oops. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      She straightened with a smile but didn’t let go of Ian’s cheek. It felt like fire under her palm. “You’re fine. I was just talking to my friend here.”

      “I was going to let you know the crowds out back have cleared out for now. If your, uh, friend is ready to leave, he should be able to slip out without anyone noticing.”

      “Thank you, Damon.”

      After he closed the door behind him, Rosie looked over at Ian. His cheeks were bright pink, his eyes were eager, and there was something irresistibly earnest in his gaze.

      “Well, it’s up to you, honey. Would you like to make a run for safety and go home? Or would you like to come back to my place for a drink so we can keep talking?”

      “Your place,” he said, sounding a little breathless. “Definitely your place.”
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      The keys jingled quietly as Rosie unlocked her front door. Ian kicked off his shoes near the door, then followed her silently into the apartment. She flipped on the light, and a few lamps around the living room glowed to life. The room was open to the kitchen, and at the far end, there were French doors that led to the little den where she had a small music area with a piano.

      “Your place isn’t quite what I expected,” Ian said as he glanced around.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s very … subdued. And you’re not.”

      Rosie smiled at his words as she looked around. “It’s my sanctuary,” she said softly. “I work at a hotel for a day job. It’s bright and eclectic and fun, but when I spend all day there, then hours at the club with the lights and the crowds … I just want to come home to something serene and peaceful.”

      The white walls and neutral furnishings might seem bland to some, but she found it restful. When the sunlight hit it just right in the afternoons, the room glowed. And with the shades drawn and a few lamps on, it was cozy in the evenings.

      “I can see that.” Ian shoved his hands in his pockets. “It really is relaxing here.”

      Ian had told her a little about himself on the drive home, and she found his shyness interesting. Tall, attractive, wealthy athletes weren’t usually shy. She wondered if it was the newness of the situation. It was rather endearing. He was rattled by little ol’ Rosie. She smiled to herself as she turned away. “Would you like a drink?”

      “Please.”

      “White wine okay?” She wanted him to take the edge off, but she didn’t want him to get so drunk he passed out on her couch.

      “Sure.”

      “Have a seat.”

      Ian walked over to the gray couch and settled on it gingerly, resting his elbows on his knees. It was a fairly small sofa, and he looked enormous by comparison.

      Rosie took two glasses down from the rack, set them on the granite counter, and then poured them generous servings from the bottle of white wine that had been chilling in her refrigerator.

      After she handed Ian his glass, she set her own on the nearby table. She eased out of her heels, sighing with relief when they were off. She curled up on the couch near him, tucking her feet under her as she leaned back against the cushions. There were worse things than sharing a small space with a big man. It forced them to sit quite close. Her toes nearly brushed his thigh.

      “How did you come to realize you liked drag?” she asked after she’d taken a sip of her wine. “You said your friends took you to Temptations as a joke the first time?”

      Ian looked down at his lap. “Honestly, calling them friends might be a stretch. They’re all guys on my swim team at Lakeshore. One weekend, they all got drunk and thought it would be funny to go to a drag show in Boystown for Kurt’s birthday. They laughed through the whole thing, but I … I couldn’t take my eyes off your show. I was fascinated.”

      “And turned on?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “There’s no shame in it, honey.” She rubbed his denim-clad leg with her foot.

      “No, I know it’s just …” He cleared his throat. “This thing with my coach makes it complicated. He’s always making these comments. Calling us sissies, girls, and shit. If he wasn’t so good, he’d never get away with it, but he’s a medal maker. He knows how to take good swimmers and make them great, so no one calls him out on being an asshole.”

      Rosie nodded. “He probably wouldn’t be very thrilled if one of his star swimmers was photographed at a drag show, then.”

      “No.”

      “Well, your secret’s safe with me.”

      “Thanks.” He glanced over at her, and his sweet little smile made her melt.

      “So, how’d you get into swimming?”

      “I’ve been swimming since before I could walk. My mom was a competitive swimmer through college, so she encouraged it. And once I started to take it seriously, it was obvious I was going to be really good.” He said that with no modesty whatsoever. “I’ve basically spent my whole life being groomed to compete.”

      “How good are you? Do you have a shot at the Olympics? Are you going to be the next Michael Phelps?” she teased.

      “I hit kind of a weird patch a while back, but yeah, if I can get my head together again, I’ll have a real shot at making it to the Olympics.”

      “So, you have a lot at stake.”

      “Yeah, I do.” Ian drank a little more of his wine. He seemed calmer now, less likely to fly up off the couch and out the door if he got too spooked. “How’d you decide to become a drag queen?”

      “I’m not sure I decided anything. I think I was born one.” She laughed softly. “My parents have pictures of me wearing my grandma’s lace curtains on my head like a mantilla when I was three. I’d wear that with my sisters’ dresses and borrow my mom’s makeup all the time and sing and dance and pester anyone who would let me perform for them.”

      “Did your family mind?”

      “No.” Rosie smiled. “They encouraged me to put on shows for them. I didn’t officially begin performing as Rosie until about sixteen years ago, though.”

      “Sixteen years ago? How old are you?”

      She lightly slapped his thigh. “You’re never supposed to ask a lady her age.”

      “Sorry.” He looked a little abashed.

      She laughed softly and stroked his thigh. It was hard with muscle under her fingertips, and she wondered what he looked like out of his clothes. “I’m thirty-four.”

      Ian looked genuinely surprised. “You don’t look it.”

      “Why, thank you, honey.”

      “You’re really gorgeous.” Ian glanced over at her. “Seriously.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.” Rosie brushed her fingers along the shell of his ear, and he shivered. “Tell me, are you always so shy?”

      “No.” A little frown furrowed his forehead. “That’s the weird part. I guess I feel like this is different somehow. I don’t know how to act.”

      Rosie nodded. “I understand that.” She brushed her thumb across his lower lip. She’d have killed for lips that lush. Though there was nothing feminine about that square jaw or the heavy brows. He was utterly masculine without being hard. Delicious. “Just relax. This doesn’t have to be so hard. You’re attracted to me, yes?”

      He nodded.

      “And I’m attracted to you.”

      “Yeah?” His voice came out rough and deep. Mmm. Sexy. Yeah, she was attracted to him. Probably more than she should be.

      “So, we can keep drinking our wine and talking, and if you want to do something more, just let me know. No pressure.”

      Ian nodded, drained the last mouthful of his wine, and then licked his lips. He didn’t make a move, though. Or even speak. Maybe he needed a little more liquid courage.

      She stood gracefully and held out her hand. “Want another glass of wine?”

      “No, I’m okay. I don’t usually drink a whole lot because of my training.” He handed the empty glass to her. “Thanks, though.”

      She refilled her glass, but as she turned to put the bottle back in the refrigerator, she felt Ian walk up behind her.

      “I seriously can’t get over how beautiful you are.” Ian ran a hand up her back, and she shivered at the light touch. He’d apparently found his courage.

      “Don’t forget it’s all an illusion,” she whispered. But she leaned her head forward as his fingertips reached the bare skin above her dress.

      “I know.” He brushed the hair from her wig to the side, leaned down, and pressed a kiss to the top of her shoulder. She shivered at the feel of his warm lips on her skin. “It’s fucking with my head a little bit. I do know I don’t want you to be a woman under the dress, though.”

      “Good. Because I’m definitely not.” She dropped her head the rest of the way—baring her neck—and closed her eyes as she felt his warm breath against her skin again.

      He circled her waist with his hands. They nearly spanned it. “I know you probably couldn’t see me in the crowd, but there was this moment tonight when I felt like you were singing just to me.”

      “And you liked that?”

      “Yeah.” He dragged his lips up the side of her neck. The shyness had definitely begun to wear off. Ian fit his body closer to hers, and she felt his hardness up against the small of her back. Which made her body respond too. As she stiffened, the tape keeping her dick in place tugged on her skin, making her wince. Oww.

      “Can you excuse me a moment?” she said softly, turning in his arms. “I’m just going to need to slip into something a little more comfortable.”

      An expression she couldn’t identify flickered across his face and was gone. “Can you, uh …” He licked his lips. “I mean …”

      “Can I keep on the hair and makeup?”

      He nodded.

      She smiled as she trailed her fingers across his cheek. “Sure thing, honey.”

      Her smile fell as she slipped into her bathroom and closed the door. She’d hoped Ian wouldn’t mind her taking the whole drag look off, but no, this fantasy was about her as Rosie. Not Ricky. Ian had yet to see Ricky. He had yet to see what was under the wig, the makeup, and the dress.

      She removed the layers of her clothing as quickly as she could. Dress, foundation garments, hose, padding, tape for tucking. She grimaced as she peeled that off. No matter how many times she did it, it was uncomfortable, especially when she was in a hurry. She had to rub her skin with oil to remove the stickiness, then use a washcloth and soap to clean the oil and sweat from her body. After she dried off, she retrieved her prettiest dressing gown and wrapped it around her.

      There. Pretty and feminine above the robe but still a man underneath. Usually, she felt the persona of Rosie slip away as she undressed and removed the feminine trappings to become Ricky again, but it was difficult to be in this halfway space. Not quite Rosie but not Ricky yet, either.

      She smoothed her wig, tightened the belt of her dressing gown, and opened the door. Ian was in the hallway, and she stopped in her tracks.

      “Oh, uh, sorry,” he said as he glanced over at her. “I was just looking at your art.” He nodded at the long picture ledge running the length of the hallway and the dozens of framed photos lining it. “These are great shots of Chicago.”

      “A friend took them.”

      “I didn’t mean to be nosy. I just love art. I’m a photographer too, and …”

      “Come here, honey.” She took Ian’s hand and tugged him toward the bedroom. He didn’t finish his thought.

      She didn’t bother to turn on a light. The shades had still been up and the curtains open when she left for the club earlier, so there was plenty of light in the room. It would help with the illusion too. Ian reached for her, then hesitated.

      “You can touch me.” She settled his hands on her hips. Narrower now without the pads.

      “You look like an old-time movie star,” he said in a hushed voice. “I seriously can’t get over how gorgeous you are.”

      “Thank you.”

      It was flattering. She doubted Greta Garbo or Veronica Lake had ever had what Rosie had under her dressing gown, however. She tilted her head back and looked up at him. “You can kiss me if you want.”

      He nodded and cupped the back of her head in his hand as he pressed their lips together. Hesitantly at first, then with increasing hunger. Thankfully, she’d worn a nude lip color tonight instead of a bold color or it would be smeared all over his face. No one liked that. Some guys really got off on having red lipstick smeared all over their dicks, though.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve imagined doing something like this,” Ian said when he pulled back. He stroked down Rosie’s back, then cupped her ass in his hands, his touch no longer hesitant at all.

      “Then tonight’s your lucky night,” she whispered. She worked his leather belt loose, then helped him strip out of his blazer and T-shirt. The jeans came off next, followed by his underwear, until he stood in front of her, nude, wide-eyed, and well hung. Eager.

      Rosie gently pressed a hand against Ian’s chest, pushing him away until the back of his thighs hit the mattress, and he fell onto his back, sprawled on the bed. The light from the window streamed across his body and highlighted every single carved muscle, from his sinewy arms to the deep V along his hips. She shivered as something primal welled up inside of her at the sight of all that gorgeous masculinity splayed out just for her. At least, for the night.

      “Have you been tested?” she whispered. “I want to suck you.”

      “Yeah. Last month. Everything came back fine. You can use a condom if you’re more comfortable, though.”

      She knelt beside Ian on the bed, then took his cock into her mouth. It was hard and leaking at the tip, and his flavor coated her tongue as she licked across it.

      “Oh, God,” he said, already sounding overwhelmed. She worked him over slowly, making sure to look up at him every so often. Performing. Giving him the fantasy he’d wanted for so long. He stared at her raptly, then reached out trembling fingers to stroke her cheek. She brought him to the edge until he shook before backing off, then repeated it.

      “Please,” he finally whimpered. She sat back.

      She reached for the tie on her dressing gown, but he shook his head. “Will you leave it on?”

      In answer, she crawled on the bed on her hands and knees, her back to him. He got off the bed and stood behind her. She glanced at him coyly over her shoulder as he reached out to lift the robe and settle it around her waist. She shivered when the cool air hit the back of her thighs. His hand was large and warm as it caressed her backside, making her skin tingle. “Can I fuck you?” he whispered.

      “Please.” She arched her back. “There’s lube and condoms in the drawer.”

      Ian took his time with her, prepping her slowly before he covered his cock and eased inside her. She shivered as the wide shaft split her open, and he let out a strangled sound. He gripped her hips tightly before he moved within her, and when he did, it was so good she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She buried her head against the covers and gripped them as Ian thrust slowly and deeply. She reached under her to grip her penis, but he batted her hand away and wrapped his own around her.

      She felt a pulse of relief that he wasn’t so lost in the fantasy of Rosie he’d forgotten that she was Ricky underneath.

      Ian stroked her cock in time with his thrusts, and she felt the first wave of orgasm rush over her, hot and sweet. She spent onto the covers below with a little cry, shaking in his arms.

      Ian came moments later, shuddering against her, then pulled her up onto her knees with his cock still inside her as he wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to her hair. For a moment, she allowed herself to sink into the embrace and be held before she gently pulled away.

      “I’ll get you something to clean up with,” Ian said softly. He disappeared into the bathroom, returning a moment later with a damp cloth. But rather than hand it to her, he wiped the lube from between her cheeks, the warm fabric pleasantly abrasive against her tender skin.

      She stood and took the cloth from him, surprised by the sweetness in his touch. Ian fell back onto the bed and smiled up at her. “Thank you. That was …” He didn’t have the words, but his face said it all.

      “You’re welcome.” She leaned down and kissed him once, slowly.

      She stood and left the room, disappearing into the bathroom. She stared at herself in the mirror, feeling strange and off-kilter. She still looked like Rosie, was still thinking of herself as Rosie, yet below the neck she was completely Ricky again. And Ian had somehow bridged the gap between the two and responded to both. It sent a shiver through her.

      She removed the wig, then the tape that pulled her face into a more feminine look. She carefully peeled off the false eyelashes and stored them in their case to be reused. It felt good to remove the tight wig band that had been squeezing her head all evening, then the hair clips that had held his own hair in place. As each layer was removed, Rosie faded until he was Ricky again.

      First, Ricky scrubbed the heavy makeup off with an oily balm, then washed it with soap and warm water. A thorough swipe of toner to remove any remaining traces of makeup or grease would keep him from breaking out. Then it was moisturizer, brushing his teeth, and wiping off the traces of lube that Ian had missed.

      Ricky pulled the dressing gown around him again, bracing himself to walk into an empty bedroom. But when he walked into the bedroom again, he was surprised to see Ian sprawled on the bed, dead asleep.

      Ricky didn’t mind—it was nice to have a guy stay after—but it surprised him. Tonight had been strange. He’d never been particularly fond of having sex in drag. It was too much like performing, and he’d spent too many years meeting men who were into Rosie and not Ricky or vice versa. He’d expected this rich young guy to be the same. Looking for the fantasy but unwilling to stick around for the reality. But he was still in Ricky’s bed—that had to mean something.

      Ricky slipped the robe from his shoulders, draped it over his dressing table chair, and then slid in bed beside Ian. He stirred a little and when Ricky tentatively rested his head on Ian’s chest, Ian wrapped an arm around him and pulled him closer.

      “Okay if I stay?” he mumbled.

      “Yeah.” Ricky kissed Ian’s smooth, warm chest. “It’s okay.”

      Ricky closed his eyes and slipped into sleep, wondering if Ian really was different from the rest.

      He hoped so.
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      Ian flipped on his side and stared at the person in bed next to him in the dim room. They were definitely all male now. A very pretty, very well-groomed man but definitely a man. Which was fine. Ian had woken up in the morning next to plenty of guys. That wasn’t the weird part.

      He’d definitely never fallen asleep next to one person and woken up next to another, though.

      Rosie had warned him she was an illusion. And he could see that now. What fucked with his head was why he found Rosie such a turn on to begin with. He wasn’t attracted to women, and he never had been. So why the hell was he so turned on by a guy dressed like a woman? It still didn’t make any sense.

      So much for the idea that hooking up with a drag queen would clear up the confusion.

      Where Rosie had worn a long brown wig and tons of makeup, the guy underneath the drag had thick, nearly black hair, smooth brown skin, and a sweet face. He was fairly small and slight, but there was definitely a cock resting against Ian’s thigh where they were snuggled up together. It was … not bad. Not at all. But very different. And Ian was having trouble reconciling everything in his head. The sex last night had been strange and sort of like being in a dream.

      Amazing but nothing like the usual hookups he’d had in the past. They’d been hot and satisfying. Easy and uncomplicated.

      Sex with Andy had been fun and spontaneous. Hot and sweet all at once because of their years of friendship. But never complicated because Ian always knew what the end result was going to be.

      This thing with Rosie, or whoever the guy under the drag was, was confusing as hell.

      Ian squinted at the clock on the nightstand and groaned quietly. He’d only gotten a couple hours of sleep, and he needed to get up now or he’d never make it across Chicago to grab his gym bag from his apartment and get to the pool in time for practice. But when Ian tried to slide away, the guy buried his nose against Ian’s chest and let out a little whine.

      “Hey, sorry. I need to go. Swim practice,” Ian said apologetically as he gently extricated himself. It was true, but he was also relieved that he had an excuse to leave. He felt like his head would explode with all of the thoughts crowding it right now.

      “Oh. Okay.” The guy sat up, and the covers fell to his waist as he rubbed his eyes. He was slender and toned, and even without all of the makeup on, his eyes were huge. He was gorgeous either way. And Ian suddenly realized he had no idea what the guy’s name was.

      “Uh,” Ian said as he got out of bed. “I just realized I don’t actually know your name. I assume you don’t go by Rosie all the time, right?”

      He smiled sleepily. “It’s Ricky. Ricky Chavez.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ricky,” Ian said. “I’m Ian Harrington.”

      Ricky let out a scratchy little laugh. “Nice to meet you too, Ian Harrington.”

      Ricky was silent as Ian dressed, but he slid out of bed while Ian fastened his belt. Ian caught a glimpse of smooth brown skin and a nice cock before it all disappeared underneath the blue robe he’d worn last night.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave so early,” Ian said, feeling guilty. “You don’t have to get out of bed, though.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll walk you out,” Ricky said. He pulled the dressing gown tighter around his body. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything before you go? Breakfast? Coffee?”

      “No, I’m good. Thanks, though.”

      “Sure.” Ricky seemed subdued as he led Ian out of his bedroom. He kept sneaking glances at Ian out of the corner of his eye.

      “Well, I should go.” Ian shoved his hands in his pockets. They stared at each other in silence. “Um, thanks for last night. That was, uh, really great.” He leaned in and pressed a quick, awkward peck on Ricky’s cheek, then reached for the door handle. “Bye.”

      “Bye,” Ricky said softly. He closed the door behind Ian, and Ian stood on the other side of it, feeling strange.

      Wait. Should he have gotten Ricky’s number or asked if he could see him again? Or was that weird? Would Ricky want to see him again? The thoughts swirled through his head as he jogged down the wooden steps to the narrow alley between Ricky’s place and the building next door.

      Ian glanced over at Ricky’s living room window as he passed. The bottom floor was partly below ground level and Ricky’s place was just above it, so he could clearly see Ricky through the half-open curtains. He sat on the couch with his chin on his knees, staring at something Ian couldn’t see. He looked small and sad.

      Fuck.

      Ian dropped his head and walked briskly to the sidewalk, but guilt churned in his stomach. He was pretty sure he’d majorly fucked something up.

      He suddenly wanted to hit the reset button and start the morning over, but a glance at his watch told him it was too late now.
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      “Dude, you look rough.”

      Ian glanced over at his teammate as he pulled his running shoes out of his duffle. Bryce. Of course, it was Bryce.

      “Didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

      “Did you go out or something?”

      “Yeah. To a club.”

      “Meet anyone?”

      “Yep.” He zipped his bag shut.

      “What the fuck? You’re not usually so close-mouthed about your hookups.”

      “I’m tired.” Ian laced up his shoes. “Told you I didn’t get a lot of sleep.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Ricky, all right? His name was Ricky.”

      “Must have been a shitty lay if you’re in that bad of a mood.”

      “He wasn’t a shitty lay,” Ian snapped. “Look, never mind. I’m just tired, okay?”

      “Sure.” Bryce gave him a skeptical look.

      Ian took a deep breath, shoving down his irritation. For better or worse, Bryce was on his team. Even if they didn’t like each other much, they had to get along well enough to work together. Swimming was a mix of team and individual events, and he couldn’t alienate Bryce so much that they failed to work together when they had to. At least, to some degree, his success was Bryce’s and vice versa.

      “How was your night?” Ian asked, trying to make his tone even and friendly.

       Bryce glanced up, surprise written all over his face. “Uh, all right. Thanks.”

      “Do anything fun?”

      “Katie came over and we watched a movie.”

      Ian blinked. “Our Katie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh.” Katie Hunt was part of the Lakeshore team, as well. It wasn’t forbidden for teammates to date or hook up, but it wasn’t exactly encouraged, either.

      “Look, it wasn’t like that,” Bryce said defensively.

      “Okay.” Ian scrutinized Bryce. His ears were red, and he wouldn’t meet Ian’s gaze. “But, uh, you want it to be?”

      “Kinda.” Bryce rubbed the back of his head, his hair was buzzed fairly short, easier to tuck away under a swim cap than Ian’s thick hair. Ian was kinda vain about his hair, and he liked when guys pulled on it, so he only had it trimmed shorter when Coach yelled at him. “She’s pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, Katie’s great,” Ian agreed as he shoved his bag in his locker. He liked Katie better than anyone else on the team; although, he didn’t know her super well, either. Honestly, he’d been swimming with them for three years now and hadn’t really taken the time to get that close to anyone on the team. He winced.

      “What’s that face for?” Bryce demanded.

      “Nothing. Um, just something else that popped in my head. Good luck with Katie. Honestly, that’s great.”

      “Coach’ll have my head,” Bryce muttered.

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “Harrington! Burgess!”

      They both jumped at the sound of Coach’s voice. “Asses on deck, ladies. Now.”

      Ian made a face at the “nickname”, but nearly in unison, he and Bryce called back, “Yes, Coach.”

      They both hustled to finish getting ready, and a few minutes later, they stood at one end of the pool. They did their usual laps around the deck of the pool, then a dryland workout in the weight room.

      Ian was already dripping sweat and exhausted by the time he changed into his swimsuit, and he followed his team back to the pool where Assistant Coach Matt Roberts was waiting for them.

      When they were all assembled, Roberts blew his whistle. “Okay, freestyle drills this morning. Let’s start with a warmup. 400 yard swim, 15 second rest, then 100 build all free.”

      Build all meant he needed to gradually increase his speed until he was going at a fast clip in the last 25 yards. It was a great warmup to get his mind focused and his body ready to train.

      “After the warmup, we’ll be focused on the long dog paddle drill.”

      Several people groaned, but Ian didn’t mind. He’d been working on improving his rhythm, and the drill helped.

      “You all know it, but I’ve been watching, and a lot of you aren’t doing as well as you should be. Harrington, Hunt, Li, and Porter, I’m looking at you four in particular.”

      Ian nodded. He had been struggling with it.

      “I want you to focus on using a continuous pull, reaching from the top of your stroke all the way through, then recovering underneath the water. We’re trying to avoid doing the recovery during your stroke,” Coach Roberts called out. “Remember, you need to reach from the top of your stroke, pulling all the way back and continuing that motion. That will help you extend forward and move straight back into your catch. If you stop and pause at the front and have a dead spot in your stroke, you’ll sink down and lose speed and forward momentum. You need to be using less energy and maintaining a constant speed.”

      Ian took a deep breath, determined to push everything else from his head and just fucking swim. He curled his toes over the edge, making contact with the water as he took a moment to breathe deeply and center himself. Head in the game. No teammates. No Coach Schultz. No Assistant Coach Roberts. No Rosie or Ricky or anyone else. Just Ian and the water.

      The shrill noise of the whistle sounded, and Ian dove into the pool cleanly. He glided underwater for a moment, feeling the ripples along his body and the resistance as he swept an arm up, then pulled back. Continuous pull, he chanted in his head as his head cleared and muscle memory took over. He found a smooth rhythm, and there was nothing to do but swim.

      It was the only thing in his life that made any sense anymore.
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        * * *

      

      “Good job today.” Coach Schultz slapped Ian on the shoulder several hours later after training wrapped up, and Ian felt a glow go through him.

      “Thanks, Coach.” Ian settled a stocking cap on his head, knowing how cold the air would feel when his hair was still slightly damp from his shower.

      Ian knew it was ridiculous to be so happy about something so small, but it had been a while since Coach Schultz had praised him, and it felt great to be on his good side again. Ever since Andy’s death, it had felt like they were at odds. Both carrying the weight of their shared guilt over the part they’d played in it, but Ian hadn’t known how to bridge that gap, and Coach hadn’t seemed to want to try.

      This though … this felt good.

      “Hey, Ian!” a female voice called out as the team streamed out of the Hammond complex, going their separate ways for the day. Ian glanced up to see Katie Hunt jogging toward him.

      “What’s up?”

      “Some of us are grabbing lunch. You want to join us?”

      He smiled at her. “Nah, I have some stuff I have to do at home.”

      “Oh, okay. Some other time, maybe.”

      “Yeah, definitely.” He shot her a smile, and she nodded, turning away.

      He did that a lot. Turned down the team when they invited him to things. He didn’t know why, exactly. With the exception of Bryce, they were all pretty nice. He just felt out of step with them. It had been him and Andy for so long, and he’d never really taken the time to get as close to anyone else.

      Ian smiled at the thought of Andy, remembering his adolescent awkwardness that had eventually morphed into an attractive—if not exactly classically handsome—package. Ian could still remember the time he’d blurted out to Andy that he was gay. They’d been drinking at Andy’s place. Both of their parents were at some big fundraiser thing, and he’d invited Ian over. They didn’t drink a lot because training was too important, but it was fun sometimes. Andy’s parents never noticed when their liquor disappeared. Or maybe the housekeeper just assumed his parents were the ones drinking it and refilled the bar without comment.

      Ian took a swig of vodka, then licked his lips. “So, um, I need to tell you something.”

      They sat on the floor of Andy’s bedroom, shoulder to shoulder as they leaned against the bed. Andy pressed closer. “You can tell me anything. You know that.”

      “Even if I tell you I think I, uh, like dudes?”

      “Yeah.” Andy shrugged. “No big deal. So do I.” He held out his hand for the bottle, and Ian passed it over. Super classy the way they didn’t even bother with mixers or glasses.

      Ian blinked, not sure if the fuzziness in his head was from the liquor or what Andy had just said. “Didn’t I just see you making out with Megan Huffman the other day?”

      “Yeah? So? You can like both, you know?”

      Ian considered the idea. He knew that but he was pretty sure it didn’t fit for him. “I know. And that’s cool if you do. I don’t think I do, though. Or at least, I haven’t really enjoyed it when I kissed girls.”

      “Okay.” Andy looked entirely unconcerned. “That’s cool.”

      “But like, it’s all still sort of theoretical with guys.” Ian picked at the fraying seam of his jeans.

      “What, you haven’t done anything with a dude?”

      “Nope.”

      “Want to?” Andy grinned at him as he passed over the bottle, and Ian nearly dropped it.

      “What?” he asked hoarsely.

      “If you want, we could make it less theoretical for you. No big deal if you aren’t into the idea, though. Just thought I’d offer.” Andy looked totally relaxed as if it didn’t matter one way or the other if they kissed. But now, Ian couldn’t think of anything else.

      “Have you done it before?” Ian asked.

      “Sure. Loads of times.”

      “With who?”

      “Whom.” Ian rolled his eyes, and Andy continued. “I can’t tell you. He goes to our school but he’s not out, and I don’t want to be a dick about it.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Ian said automatically. “But whoa. How did you not tell me it happened?”

      “I dunno. I just wasn’t sure how you’d feel about it. Figured I’d test the waters, but you beat me to it.”

      “Oh.” Ian turned his head to look at Andy. “Did you really think I’d be weirded out if you told me you were into guys?”

      “Not really, but I had to be sure.”

      “Oh.”

      Andy knocked shoulders with him again. “You’re my best friend, man, I didn’t want to fuck that up.”

      “I don’t want to fuck that up, either.” Ian was still thinking about kissing Andy, though. He had big blue eyes and really pink lips. Ian had never noticed before how nice they looked. “I think I want to kiss you, though.”

      “So, kiss me.”

      “I think I need you to kiss me first,” Ian admitted as he set the bottle on the floor beside him. He felt paralyzed.

      Andy let out this annoyed little huff, then leaned forward. He pressed his lips to Ian’s, and from the jolt that went through Ian, he knew this was definitely what had been missing before. He grabbed the back of Andy’s head and kissed him harder.

      His head was still swimming when Andy finally pulled back, and this time, he definitely knew for sure it wasn’t the booze. Andy grinned as if he knew what Ian was thinking. “We good?”

      “Yeah, we’re good,” Ian said hoarsely, glad Andy’s first concern was their friendship.

      “Answer your questions?”

      “Most of them.”

      “What didn’t get answered?”

      “If we could do it again.”

      Andy grinned at him. “We can definitely do that again. As much as you want.”

      So they did. That night, they made out, lying on Andy’s floor until they both came in their pants. And they slowly worked their way through hand jobs and blowjobs and, eventually, anal sex. Which Andy hated but Ian loved. They didn’t quite mesh because Ian preferred to top, and Andy didn’t want to top or bottom. But Ian liked feeling close to Andy, so they enjoyed everything else.

      Their families and Coach seemed to assume they were dating, but Ian couldn’t really explain what they were. Andy still dated girls. When he was single, he and Ian hooked up sometimes. Ian definitely didn’t want Andy to be his boyfriend, and the friends with benefits thing they had going didn’t feel weird at all. It was easy and uncomplicated with Andy, and Ian loved that.

      Eventually, Ian started hooking up with other guys, and things sort of petered out with Andy as far as sex was concerned, but that was okay too.

      Unfortunately, the shit hit the fan when Andy showed up their freshman year of college at swim practice with nail polish on.

      “What the fuck is that shit?” Coach screamed at him.

      Andy shrugged. “Nail polish?”

      “That’s not allowed here!”

      “You don’t yell at the girls when they wear it,” Andy pointed out.

      “Yeah but you’re not a girl, are you?”

      Andy looked down at the bulge in his swim briefs. “Don’t think so.”

      “Then get it off. Now!”

      “You can’t make me,” Andy argued.

      “This is my team. The hell I can’t!”

      “Why does this matter so much to you?” Ian asked. They were in Andy’s dorm room after Andy had gone to talk to the athletic director about Coach’s behavior.

      “I dunno, I just like it, and it pisses me off when Coach tells me I can’t do shit.”

      Ian rolled his eyes. “Okay, but why do you have to make your life any harder than it is?”

      Andy shrugged, grinning. “It’s just who I am.”

      “Andy!”

      “What?” he grew more serious. “Look, Coach has been such a dick lately.”

      “So you’re trying to make it worse?”

      “I just don’t think it’s right that he treats us this way.”

      “He’s always been hard on us.”

      “I know, but he’s getting meaner,” Andy said. “That’s not okay.”

      “His wife just left him. It’s probably going to put him in a pretty bad mood. They were together for like twenty years.”

      “He doesn’t have to take that out on us,” Andy argued.

      “I just think we should cut him some slack.”

      “Oh, my God, you are so dense sometimes, Ian. I don’t blame him for being upset about his marriage. But I do think it’s really shitty that he apparently hates any guy who does anything that’s not hyper-masculine.”

      “He doesn’t ...” But Ian couldn’t finish the thought when he realized Andy was totally right. “Oh, shit.”

      “I told you!” Andy sounded triumphant. “He’s always kinda been sneery about it. Calling us girls and shit when we aren’t working hard enough, but he’s gotten way worse lately, hasn’t he?”

      “Yeah, he has.” Ian felt a little sick.

      “Look, I know you really looked up to him as a kid, but you’re not a kid anymore, Ian.”

      “No, I know. It’s just ... you know, I literally spent almost every fucking day with Coach since I was twelve. And with my parents gone and Chase in New York now, I don’t really have anyone else.” His voice cracked a little.

      “Dude, you have me.” Andy bumped shoulders with him.

      “I know! And you’re my best friend, but ...” Ian swallowed a lump in his throat. Coach was the closest thing Ian had to a father figure these days.

      “I understand why he’s important to you,” Andy said softly. “But you’re not a kid anymore, Ian. You need to wake up and see who he really is.”

      “An asshole?” Ian whispered.

      “Well, yeah. And I’m not going to stop calling him out about it.”

      “I know.”

      “But if you don’t want to end up in the middle, I get that.” Andy shrugged, but the hurt was written all over his pale, freckled face.

      “No! You’re my best friend. If Coach is going to be a dick to you, I’m on your side. Always.”

      Andy leaned in, nuzzling against Ian. Though they hadn’t slept together in a while, Andy was still really affectionate, and Ian didn’t mind. It was nice. “Thanks,” he said softly.

      “I’ve always got your back,” Ian promised him. “I’m curious about something, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Are you doing this—the nail polish and stuff—just to piss off Coach?”

      “I guess it sort of started out that way, but not anymore.”

      “So it’s something you like?”

      “Yeah.” Andy went still against him. “Is that weird?”

      “No, it’s cool.” Ian scrutinized him. “Is there anything else you do?”

      “Um, I’ve been wearing eye makeup sometimes.”

      “Can I see?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you want.”

      “I kinda do,” Ian admitted. He was curious.

      “I have some stuff in my backpack. Lemme get it.”

      “Okay. Cool.” Ian felt his heart beating in his chest as if he’d just finished an event. Weird. Andy was the one putting on makeup, not him.

      But when Andy finished lining his eyes and putting mascara on, Ian finally got it. “Ohh,” he said breathily as Andy turned to look at him. “I like it too?”

      “Yeah?” Andy looked uncharacteristically shy. “You do?”

      “Yeah, like ... a lot.”

      Andy’s gaze traveled down Ian’s body. “I can see that.”

      Ian was hard. Like, really hard. “Um.” He shifted, adjusting his dick in his jeans.

      “No, it’s cool. I’m flattered.” Andy grinned at him. “I can definitely tell you’re not just telling me you like it to make me feel good.”

      “Like I’ve ever done that,” Ian protested.

      “I know. It’s nice, though.” Andy hovered a hand over Ian’s crotch. “Can I? For old time’s sake?”

      “Uh, sure.” Ian shrugged. “Might be fun.”

      Andy grinned. He put a hand on Ian’s chest and pushed so he bounced back on the bed. Andy crawled over Ian’s legs before settling between them. “Tell me what you like about it?”

      “Are you going to suck my dick while I feed your ego?” Ian grumbled. But it didn’t stop him from unbuckling his belt.

      “Maybe.” Andy shot him a cheeky grin as he unzipped Ian’s jeans. “Have a problem with that?”

      “No, not really,” Ian admitted. He shimmied his hips to help Andy work his pants and boxers off him.

      “Good. Now tell me I’m pretty.”

      Ian’s snort turned into a moan as Andy lowered his mouth over him, hot and wet. And when Andy glanced up at Ian’s face, it turned into a throaty groan. “Fuck, you really are pretty like that. I don’t know. It’s weird because I like that you’re a guy, but it’s really hot with the eye makeup and everything.”

      Andy slid off with a slow, lingering suck. “I think maybe I’m fluid.” He sat up, but he kept stroking Ian’s cock, slick from his spit.

      “Like, gender fluid?” Ian asked breathlessly.

      “Like ... everything fluid.” Andy shrugged, which made his grip tighten on Ian, who bucked up into the touch. “Like, I just want to be with whomever I want and do whatever I want. Wear combat boots with mascara one day and a dress with stubble the next.” Andy used his free hand to rub the ginger scruff on his face.

      “That’s cool.” Ian really was listening, but it was sort of hard to focus when Andy was still stroking him. “You’re just you. I dig that.”

      Andy beamed, then took Ian’s dick in his mouth again. Ian threaded his hands through Andy’s hair and fucked up into his mouth with a few strokes before spilling, hot and liquidy, against Andy’s tongue. After, Andy curled up next to him, and Ian wrapped an arm around him.

      “You’re really good with it?” Once again, Andy sounded a little vulnerable. Coming down Andy’s throat in about two seconds flat should have been enough of a clue, but clearly, Andy needed a little more reassurance.

      “I’m really good with it,” Ian promised, hugging him tighter. “And if Coach is a dick to you again, I promise I’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks, man.” Andy rubbed his cheek on Ian’s chest.

      “Any time,” Ian promised, meaning it. “Now, do you want a blowjob?”

      “Dude, do you think I'm an idiot or what?” Andy grumbled. “I’m not going to turn that down.”

      That was the last time they’d hooked up. It was a one-off brought on by the honesty and surprising appeal of Andy’s feminine side coming out. Ian definitely knew he liked that shit even if he didn’t fully understand why. And he was unflinching in his public support of Andy when he showed up to practice in a dress—and yes, facial hair—and told Bryce to fuck off when he tried to give Andy shit.

      It turned out Coach couldn’t do whatever he wanted with his team after all because the university backed Andy up and supported his right to wear whatever he wanted as long as it didn’t interfere with his swimming. Coach was pissed when the ruling came down and took it out on the team.

      Ian did his best to distract Coach when he went after Andy and made it clear that he loathed everything about Andy expressing who he was. But the worse the relationship between Coach and Andy got, the worse it got between Ian and Coach too. It made Ian sad, but he wasn’t going to throw his best friend under the bus. He just didn’t understand what had happened. How had the Coach he’d known and loved for more than half his life suddenly become such an awful person? Or had he just been too young and naïve to see it?

      Did all heroes lose their luster eventually?
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        * * *
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      After practice, Ian stepped into his kitchen to grab one of the lunches he’d prepped earlier this week when his phone rang. He wondered if it was a wrong number. No one ever really called him except his brother, and even that wasn’t very often.

      He glanced at it. Huh, nope, it was his brother Chase. Of course, it was. That was exactly who Ian wanted to talk to when his head was a mess from thinking about Andy and the shit with Ricky this morning.

      “Hey, Chase,” Ian answered.

      “Hello, Ian. How’s training going?”

      “It's going.”

      “It's going? That's it?” There was a clear tone of disapproval in Chase’s voice.

      “No. No, it's good. I'm just ...” Ian sighed as he pulled the enormous container of brown rice, chicken, and roasted vegetables out of the refrigerator. “Things haven't been the same since Andy died, you know?”

      “I know. And I’m sorry about your friend, but you have to keep going, Ian. You can't just let this opportunity slip away because of it. You know that’s not what Mom and Dad would have wanted.”

      “I know!” Ian felt the familiar irritation rise in him. God, why did his brother get under his skin like this every time? It didn't matter that he was trying to be helpful and encouraging. It still drove Ian crazy. It was as if Chase was convinced Ian was still some sixteen-year-old kid. Just because he was nine years older and, apparently, knew everything. Of course, Chase had put his entire life on hold for a couple years to help raise Ian after their parents were hit by the drunk driver and killed, so Ian felt guilty every time he mentally bitched about Chase getting bossy. Ian owed his brother a lot.

      He just wished Chase wasn’t so annoying about it.

      “... no matter how sad you are about losing him you need to move on.” Ian belatedly realized Chase was still talking.

      “I know that,” Ian said as he pried the lid off the glass container, then stuck it in the microwave to heat for two minutes. “I am moving on.” But could he really ever move on from losing his best friend? The hole in Ian’s heart just wasn’t going to go away overnight. Or even in six months. Besides, it had brought up a whole lot of shit about his fears of losing everyone he loved. The death of his parents, and then Andy within in a five-year period was a lot. Ian had gone to a therapist for a while to get his head together, and it had helped a lot, but his swimming had never fully recovered. There was still something missing. He just didn’t know what.

      “So why aren't you acting like you’re moving on?” Chase continued.

      “What, I can't talk about Andy at all? How is that healthy?” Ian argued.

      “I just don't see the point of dwelling on it.”

      “Mentioning it is hardly dwelling on it.” Ian had totally been dwelling on it all morning, but Chase didn’t have to know that. “I'm just frustrated because things with Coach aren't the same.”

      “Well, if course, they aren't. Why would they be?”

      “I just miss it, okay? It's not the same swimming for him now.” It was about a lot more than just Andy’s death, but that was the only part Ian wanted to talk to his brother about right now. Ian had lost everyone else in his life that he really cared about. He couldn’t risk alienating his brother too.

      “Well, there's your problem. You shouldn't be swimming for him at all. You should be swimming for you.”

      “I am, but it used to be both. I wanted to make him proud.”

      “You're simply going to have to find another motivation, Ian. If your head's not in the game, you'll never succeed.”

      “You think I don't know that?”

      “I think maybe you've forgotten.”

      “Well, thanks for all the fucking pearls of wisdom. I'll put them on a motivational poster.”

      “There's no need to get sarcastic.”

      Isn't there? Ian thought, rubbing the spot between his nose and brow bone that always started to hurt when he got stressed. But, no, Chase was probably right, and Ian knew he meant well. Too bad he had to be so infuriating about it all the time. “How are you?” Ian asked, trying to change the subject.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I’m surprised you called in the middle of the day. Aren’t you too busy doing important things?”

      “It’s a Sunday.”

      “When has that ever stopped you from working?”

      “I have an emergency dentist appointment this afternoon. I have to have a crown replaced.”

      Of course. Chase wouldn’t take time off otherwise. Ian should have known that. “Hope that goes well.”

      “Thanks. By the way, you should call more often.”

      The microwave beeped, so Ian pinned the phone between his shoulder and his ear as he took the container out, wincing when it burned his palms. Oww. Fuck. Should have grabbed a towel.

      “You’re busy. I always feel like I’m interrupting.”

      “You’re my brother. Of course, you aren’t interrupting.”

      But Ian had never been able to shake that feeling. Growing up, Ian had always felt like he was too needy. Too emotional. Ian was always the one flying off the handle or dealing with something emotional that Chase couldn’t quite comprehend. Chase never quite understood Ian. After it was just the two of them, Ian had felt like he was a human living with a robot. Or maybe Ian was just a malfunctioning robot, spewing his inconvenient feelings all over the place.

      Chase supported him. Loved him like crazy. Pushed him to succeed. But Chase didn’t seem to understand the pressure he felt. Plus, Chase was straight, and Ian was gay; it was just one more thing that set them apart.

      “I met someone,” Ian blurted out. There was silence on the other end. “His name is Ricky. Ricky Chavez.”

      “He's Hispanic?”

      Ian bristled. “Yeah? You got a problem with that?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Chase said calmly. “I was just curious. How did you meet him?”

      Ian’s mind went blank. Oh, fuck. How was he supposed to explain that he’d gone to a drag show and gone home with one of the queens? “We met at a place in Boystown?” It was close enough to the truth. He wasn’t lying. He was just leaving things out rather than telling the whole story. Which was pretty much how he lived his whole life when it came to dealing with Chase and everyone else he knew.

      “Well, just remember to be careful. How much do you know about this guy? He might have ulterior motives.”

      “Why are you being an asshole, Chase? You know nothing about him. Why are you assuming the worst?”

      “And you know him so well?” Chase sounded skeptical.

      “I know he’s a hell of a lot nicer than you’re being right now,” Ian retorted.

      Ricky had rescued him, taken him home, and been nothing but kind to him. Ian was a big jerk for blowing him off this morning.

      Chase sighed. “I’m just saying that in our position, we have to be careful. People try to get close to us because of the family money. We just have to be cautious about letting people into our lives.”

      “I know that. And I’m not the one who dated a gold digger, Chase.”

      “I know that, Ian,” Chase snapped. Ian blinked; that was the first time he’d gotten under Chase’s skin in a long time. Apparently, there was a human under the robot. Of course, Chase had found out the hard way last year that his fiancée had only been with him for his money, so maybe Ian shouldn’t be poking at scars.

      There was silence on the other end of the line, and Ian swallowed, feeling guilty. “Look, I’m sorry, Chase, that came out wrong. I shouldn’t have brought up Isabel.”

       “I’m just saying I hope you learned from my example,” Chase said stiffly.

      “Oh, trust me, I did.”

      “Then you’ll go slowly with this Ricky guy, right?”

      “Of course,” Ian lied. It was definitely going slow to fuck Ricky—well, Rosie—then spend the night together after, right? Of course, Ian had screwed stuff up so badly this morning he doubted he’d have another chance with Ricky again, anyway. So it probably didn’t matter.

      “And you won’t let your dating life interfere with your Olympic dreams?”

      “I won’t,” Ian promised.” Swimming comes first.”

      “Good. Well, I’m at the dentist’s now. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “Keep your head in the game, Ian. You’ve worked your whole life for this, and it’s what Mom and Dad wanted. Don’t let it slip past you now.”

      “I won’t,” Ian promised again.

      After Chase hung up, Ian stood in the kitchen, staring at his cooling lunch for a while. His head was a mess, and his stomach hurt, but he needed the fuel. Eventually, he forced himself to choke the food down.
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      The apartment was nearly light by the time Ricky shook himself out of his stupor and stood, feeling lonely and deflated.

      How many times had this happened now?

      The moment a guy took one look at Ricky out of drag, he was out the door. Ricky had thought Ian might be different, but no.

      Really though, Ricky couldn’t blame Ian. Ricky didn’t just end up in this position through no fault of his own. If he didn’t hop into bed with guys twenty minutes after meeting them, maybe he wouldn’t have this problem.

      Feeling annoyed with himself, Ricky fixed himself coffee as he tossed around the idea of venting to Lowell. A glance at the clock told him Lowell was probably awake—he was an early riser who did yoga every morning—so Ricky figured he should chance it.

      Next time you need me to rescue a friend of yours, remind me not to sleep with them.

      The response from Lowell was swift. Oh, no, what the hell did Ian do?

      Ricky typed and re-typed messages before finally sending, It’s less what he did than how I feel about it.

      Do you work today?

      No, thank God. I’ve got the whole day off.

      Up for meeting for coffee to talk?

      Make it brunch and you’re on. I could use a fucking drink.

      That cute little place on Broadway?

      Done.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t intend for you to indulge Ian’s curiosity about drag queens that way when I asked if we could stash him in your dressing room last night,” Lowell said an hour later when they were seated at a cozy little table with glasses of champagne. Lowell had insisted on the fizzy wine, and Ricky didn’t put up too strong of a protest. Ricky was just grateful they’d gotten a table. The place was usually packed on Sunday mornings, but it was still early, and apparently, the drizzly rain had kept people away. “I wasn’t trying to set you up. Or pimp you out.”

      “Oh, I know.” Ricky sighed. “That was all my fault. I was feeling lonely, and he was cute and adorably shy and …”

      “So where did it go wrong?”

      Ricky shrugged. “The morning after, I suppose. That’s where it usually goes wrong, right?”

      “He didn’t leave without saying goodbye, did he?” The expression on Lowell’s pretty face turned thundercloud dark. “Because I will—”

      “Easy, tiger,” Ricky chastised him. “Pull in the claws. Ian said goodbye. Told me he had swim practice. He was polite. But he was also very clearly weirded out. It’s not the first time it’s happened.”

      “I know, but I hate that it happened because of me.” Lowell’s tone was bleak as he reached out and squeezed Ricky’s hand.

      “If I’d learn not to sleep with drag chasers, I wouldn’t have this problem.” Ricky took a sip of his drink. “They love the fantasy, the illusion … they want nothing to do with me once I’m an effeminate man again.”

      Lowell frowned. “I thought drag chasers usually referred to straight men.”

      “Sure, drag performers have their share of those fans too.” Ricky lifted a shoulder in a little shrug. “I’ve had straight men fall in love with me as Rosie and run screaming when the wig came off despite warning them upfront. It’s not like I’m trying to pass as a woman, but ...”

      “I know, but Ian’s not straight.”

      “Honey, I would argue that any man who has his dick in my ass isn’t completely straight. They just haven’t acknowledged it to themselves or come out yet.”

      Lowell laughed. “I’m a firm believer in letting people self-identify, but I’m inclined to agree with you. I did a little digging on social media, and Ian isn’t closeted. He dates men, and he’s not afraid of people finding that out. There’s zero indication that he’s even bi.”

      “Yes, he told me as much last night. I’ll bet it would blow his little mind if I told him I was bi, though.” Ricky pursed his lips. “Granted, I don’t date the fairer sex often, but …”

      “But it doesn’t make it any less valid.”

      “Here, here.” Ricky lifted his glass of champagne and held it out for Lowell to clink with his.

      “It’s so interesting from a psychological perspective,” Lowell said after he took a sip of his drink. “Men who identify as gay being attracted to drag queens.”

      “Some find the gender fuck appealing. Going against the norms.”

      “Well, you know that’s why I love it,” Lowell said. “But I don’t get hot for drag queens, either, even if they are gorgeous like you. I’m impressed with the talent not hot for the body.”

      “Oh, honey, we all know it’s jocks who get you hot and bothered.”

      “Just one these days.” Lowell smiled.

      “How is Brent?”

      “Good.” Lowell’s smile turned soft. “He had a bit of a rough start at this internship at my father’s company, though, unfortunately. Lots of people making snide comments behind his back that he slept his way into the position.”

      “Well, didn’t he?”

      “We hadn’t even had sex when my father offered him the internship!” Lowell protested. “But, yes, I can see how it looks. Apparently, Brent’s doing very well there, and things are getting better. He’s proving to them he deserves to be there. He’s smart and determined. He’ll be fine.”

      “Speaking of jocks, that ex of yours was quite handsome too. You do have good taste in men, Lowell.”

      “Don’t I?” Lowell’s smile was a touch smug. “Though, if you’d told me a year ago I’d voluntarily be spending time with Micah Warner, I would have keeled over from shock.”

      “Oh. Was he the one who …?” Ricky reached out and touched Lowell’s forearm.

      “Broke my heart in college?” Lowell laughed softly. “Yeah, that was Micah.”

      “I seem to remember pouring you out of a cab and tucking you into bed at the hotel after that breakup.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” Lowell’s eyes widened. “Caleb—my roommate at the time—had a big show coming up for the theater department and couldn’t get drunk with me. So, I took the train from Kalamazoo and got blitzed out of my mind. I’d forgotten about that.”

      “You screwed half of Boystown that weekend, if I remember correctly.”

      “Not half,” Lowell protested. “But I certainly did fuck my way out of heartbreak with a jock or two who wandered into Boystown from Wrigleyville.”

      “We’ve all been there,” Ricky reminded him. “You know those maybe-not-so-straight drag chasers I mentioned …”

      He and Lowell shared a knowing look.

      “But, yes, Micah and I patched things up this past summer. He’s had to do a lot of growing up in the past six months or so, and it’s done wonders for him as a human being.”

      “Well, good. That must be a relief.”

      “It is,” Lowell said. “But back to your little Ian problem.”

      “I don’t have an Ian problem,” Ricky sighed. “We had sex and he got to explore his fantasy. He was great in bed, but …”

      “But clearly, you don’t feel good about it.”

      “I don’t. Let’s be honest—I let him use me.”

      Lowell winced. “But why?”

      “You know me. I want to believe the best about everyone,” Ricky said. “He was so earnest and sweet, and I thought …” He looked down at his plate. “I thought maybe this time it would be different. But it never is.”

      “Oh, sweets.”

      Ricky aimed a bright smile at Lowell that he knew Lowell wouldn’t believe was real for a second. “Someday, I’ll learn.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So I heard you had a visitor last night, girl,” Irving said as he walked into the sewing studio. Ricky looked up from his work on his gold sequined dress. He’d come home from brunch with Lowell and decided to sew. He needed to do something to keep his mind off Ian.

      “Heard as in overheard? I didn’t think we were that loud.”

      Irving laughed as he leaned against Ricky’s worktable. “You weren’t. I was out on my balcony smoking when you got home, and I heard Rosie’s voice and a much deeper man’s voice. So unless you’ve decided to become a drag king too and you were talking to yourself, I’m going to guess you had a man over.”

      “I had a man over.” Ricky flipped the garment inside out and began pinning again. “Or Rosie did, anyway.”

      “And why were you dressed as Miss Rosie with him, honey? I thought we weren’t doing that anymore.”

      “We weren’t.” Ricky felt his eyes burn. “We weren’t, but there was a very cute college-age swimmer who was all shy and curious and absolutely enthralled by Rosie, and it had been way too long since we’d met anyone, and we were weak.”

      “Oh, no. We’ve all been there, babycakes.” Irving patted his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Ricky said. “Honestly.”

      “It’s not,” Irving said. “I see your face, and it most definitely is not fine. But I get it. Dating as a drag queen is hell. Either they either want you for your drag persona, or they want you for who you are as a man and loathe that you have a drag persona. There’s no winning. The best you can do is date queens. At least, they understand.”

      “Mmm.” Ricky had dated a few queens but found it equally unsatisfying. They were always too much alike. If Lowell’s type was jocks, Ricky’s wasn’t far off from that. He liked muscular men who were bigger and stronger than he was. He loved the contrast. Ian had been perfect in that regard.

      “So, are you going to have a torrid affair with this hot young swimmer?” Irving asked, crossing his ankles.

      Ricky chuckled sadly. “No. He seemed quite uncomfortable this morning. He left for swimming practice without asking for my number or saying anything about seeing me again, so I’ll just chalk it up to being an ill-fated one-night stand. Like the rest.” His sigh was noisy.

      Irving squeezed Ricky’s shoulder. “You disappointed?”

      “I’m always disappointed when it doesn’t go the way I hope it will, but I have yet to figure out how to find what I’m looking for. I’ve tried dating apps, meeting people through friends, hookups with fans …” He shrugged. “You name it, I’ve tried it, but it’s always the same result.”

      Irving hugged him. “I’m sorry, babycakes. I wish I had a better suggestion for you.”

      “Me too.” Ricky forced a smile onto his face. “But, hey, at least, I won’t have to listen to my sisters tease me about dating someone thirteen years my junior.”

      “There’s always a bright side to everything,” Irving agreed.

      Ricky frowned. He’d have taken all of the familial teasing in the world if it meant he wouldn’t spend another day feeling like this.

      It was getting very old.

      And he wasn’t getting any younger.
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        * * *

      

      After sewing until he felt like his eyes were crossed, Ricky walked downstairs to his apartment, shivering in the icy air. Even with the glow from the city lights obscuring the stars, Ricky could see that the night sky was clear and cloudless. He figured there would be frost by morning. Ugh. He hated November and the dreary slog through the winter months.

      Thankfully, his apartment was warm and welcoming, so he kicked off his slip-on shoes, then walked over to the room at the front of his apartment. It was a little den area with French doors and a bay window, and it made the perfect music space. Having Irving upstairs and no one below him meant no one complained when Ricky played the upright piano as long as he didn’t do it at two in the morning. On a Sunday evening, Irving wouldn’t mind at all.

      Ricky took a few moments to warm up his fingers, running through the familiar scales. His mother, Elena Chavez, was an accomplished pianist, and Ricky had learned everything he knew from her. He transitioned to a favorite song, letting the music flow through him as he swayed on the piano stool.

      Unfortunately, when he went to play something new and fresh, his fingers seemed to stall. Broken musical phrases trickled out, but the rush of creativity that sometimes took him over had dried up lately. There had been a melody tinkling through his brain for a while, but it never seemed to come together.

      After nearly an hour of getting nowhere, Ricky stood and closed the lid with a resigned sigh. No use in forcing it. The song was even less likely to come together if he did.

      Ricky pulled down the heavy shades on the bay windows, shivering as he realizing he’d grown chilled sitting at the piano. While the apartment was far toastier than the frosty night air outside, he needed another layer to keep him warm.

      Ricky went to his bedroom in search of a sweater. As he burrowed into the cozy fabric with a contented sigh, he mentally ran through what he needed to do to get ready for the week. He’d picked up groceries after his brunch with Lowell, but he should probably make some meals for the week.

      The melancholy mood that had been hanging over Ricky since Ian left this morning lingered as he left the bedroom, and Ricky paused in the hallway as he looked at his friend Reuben’s pictures.

      “I fucking miss you,” he said aloud.

      He touched the corner of a self-portrait Reuben had taken. It was composed from two photographs, one of him as Reuben and one in his drag persona Luci Fur, complete with cheeky little devil horns and tail. This photo was done from the chest up, and he’d split each photo down the middle so from the centerline left he was Reuben and from the centerline right he was Luci.

      Ricky had fallen in love with the portrait the moment he’d seen it. He loved the way both sides of Reuben’s personality showed through. Though, lately, the more he looked at it, the sadder Ricky felt. It didn’t help that Reuben had died shortly after he finished the portrait, so it was a frozen moment in time and a reminder that Reuben would never age. He’d always be a fifty-three-year-old man.

      “What would you have to say about my situation, I wonder?” Ricky said aloud. He often talked to Reuben’s portrait and found it comforting. Although on the surface, the portrait ledge appeared to be just a way to display photos he liked, it was a good deal more than that to Ricky.

      Both sets of Ricky’s grandparents had come to Chicago from Puebla, Mexico—long before either of Ricky’s parents were born—and a few traditions remained, passed down through the generations. They included a family offrenda—a small home altar to remember one’s ancestors. Many people focused on it only on Día de los Muertos, or the Day of the Dead, but some families had smaller altars they kept up throughout the year. Ricky’s family had always done so, and Ricky had done the same in every place he’d lived in since he moved out of his childhood home.

      Though, Reuben wasn’t part of Ricky’s blood family, he had certainly been a part of Ricky’s drag family, and he’d held a very important place in Ricky’s life. This little altar with the photograph and few trinkets that Reuben had given him throughout the years of their friendship was the last connection Ricky had to him.

      “You’d probably tell me I’m an idiot,” Ricky said with a sad little chuckle.

      “You’re a damn idiot, honey,” Reuben would have said.

      “I know I am, Reuben,” Ricky said. “But I don’t know how to stop being an idiot.”

      “You stop letting every handsome man who crosses your path stick his dick into you,” Reuben would have chastised him. “You find someone who proves he’s worthy of your amazingness before you fuck him.”

      “I’m trying,” Ricky argued. He knew it was a little weird to be arguing with his dead mentor, but he was getting pretty desperate. And it wasn’t as if he actually believed he was communing with someone beyond the grave, but just digging into his own memories of Reuben and the common-sense advice he’d always offered.

      “Trying?” Reuben snorted. “Not very successfully, sweet cheeks. What about that gorgeous swimmer last night?”

      “That was a mistake,” Ricky said with a sigh. “A gorgeous, sexy mistake that I don’t intend to repeat.”

      “Mmmhmm. I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “No, I mean it,” Ricky said more firmly. “From now on, I won’t fuck a guy until I get to know him first. Until I’m sure there’s a real connection and that he’s going to make an effort for me.”

      “We’ll see, honey, we’ll see.”

      Ricky shot the photo of Reuben his middle finger, then, feeling a bit guilty, kissed his index and middle fingers, and gently pressed them to the glass. “Love you, Reuben.”

      “Love you too, Ricky, but you know what Our Lady RuPaul says.”

      “If you don't love yourself, how in the hell you gonna love somebody else?” Ricky parroted. “Yeah, yeah. I remember.”

      “Well, believe it, girl! Stop settling for the crumbs of what someone will give you and wait for the person who’s going to offer you the whole damn cookie.”

      With a sigh, Ricky nodded and went off in search of dinner. And well, if he wound up making gooey double chocolate cookies to go along with his chicken curry, he had no one to blame but the dead drag queen who lived inside his head.

      You are losing it, girl, he chastised himself as he sank his teeth into one of the decadent cookies. Absolutely fucking losing it.
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        * * *

      

      Ian watched TV, enjoying his one day a week off from evening practice, when his phone buzzed on the coffee table. He reached for it, half-hoping it was Ricky, even though that made no sense. Ricky didn’t even have his phone number. Because you’re a fucking idiot and bolted out of there this morning like you couldn’t wait to get away from him, he reminded himself savagely. You had the best sex of your life and screwed it up. Way to fucking go.

      When Ian unlocked his phone and saw he had a text from Lowell Prescott, he blinked in surprise. He’d given Lowell his number last night but why would he message him now ... Ian blanched. Shit. What if Ricky told Lowell what a dick he’d been?

      Ian opened the message, feeling nervous, and his stomach sank further when he read it.

      When I suggested you hide out in Rosie’s dressing room, I didn’t intend for you to take advantage of her kindness. Ian stared at the text from Lowell in dismay. Shit. I really fucked this one up.

      I honestly didn’t mean to, he replied. We hit it off and had a drink together, and one thing led to another. You know how it goes.

      I don’t care about the sex. I care about the fact that you couldn’t get out of Ricky’s apartment fast enough this morning. It’s one thing to explore a fantasy. It’s another to treat the object of your fantasy like crap.

      No! I had swimming practice! I swear.

      The phone rang in Ian’s hand, and he jumped before answering it.

      “Uh, hey,” he said nervously.

      “Do you mind? It’s easier to talk on the phone than text.” Lowell was clearly trying to stay calm, but he definitely sounded pissed, which made Ian anxious as hell. “And whether you had practice or not this morning, you clearly gave Ricky the cold shoulder, which was shitty.”

      Apparently, Lowell wasn’t about to wait for Ian’s answer. He was going to talk to Ian on the phone whether Ian liked it or not.

      “I didn’t mean to give Ricky the cold shoulder,” Ian admitted. “It was just … weird. I’d never gone to bed with one person and woken up with another, that’s all.”

      “Maybe you should get out more, honey,” Lowell said, his tone grimly amused.

      Ian contemplated that for a second before he shook his head. “No, I just mean that it was … hard to wrap my brain around going from thinking I was with Rosie to Ricky, okay? I didn’t mean to be a dick to your friend. I was just really rattled, it was four-thirty in the fucking morning, and I’d had a couple of drinks the night before. Plus, I was only running on a few hours of sleep, and I hadn't had any coffee yet. I wasn’t exactly at my best!”

      Lowell sighed. “Fair enough. But you at less than your best was hurtful to someone who deserves a hell of a lot better. Do you have any idea how many straight guys fuck drag queens but refuse to even acknowledge that the person they’re fucking is actually a gay man underneath?”

      “Uhh, I’m guessing a lot?”

      “Yes,” Lowell snapped. “A hell of a lot. And it’s a shitty way to treat a person.”

      “I get that. But I’m not a straight guy. I’m gay. I know I am. And that’s what has me all fucked up because I’m totally turned on by drag queens, and I don’t know why, and Rosie said she’d help me figure it out, and then I woke up with Ricky, and it was just a lot to process.”

      “Breathe, sweets.”

      Ian realized he was feeling really shaky and tense, and he took a few deep breaths like Lowell’s friend Micah had suggested last night—shit, was that really only last night?—and after a minute, his heart rate began to slow. “Sorry.”

      “No, I understand.” Lowell’s tone turned soothing. “This is all very new to you.”

      “I’m not trying to be a dick to Ricky, though. The minute I left this morning, I realized I’d handled it badly. I wanted to go back and apologize, but I didn't know what the hell to say, and I had to get to practice or I’d get reamed out by my coach. I’ve been trying to figure out how to fix it since then, but I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

      “An apology might be a good place to start.”

      “Right, but I never got Ricky’s number. I could probably leave him a note at the club, but the club’s website said Rosie’s shows are only on Saturday nights, so it might take almost a week before he—, well, she—got it.”

      “I can get you in contact with Ricky again if you want, but I have to be sure I can trust you.”

      “I can’t really promise I won’t fuck things up again, but I can promise I’ll try not to be a dick. That’s the best I can do.”

      Lowell was silent for a moment. “That’s fair, I suppose.”

      “Does Ricky even want to talk to me? Or was he just pissed I acted like an asshole?”

      “Friend confidentiality rules state that I can’t reveal exactly what was said in conversation,” Lowell said, and Ian smiled despite his crappy mood. “However, I can say that I think a sincere apology and an invitation to coffee would probably be well-received.”

      “I can do that,” Ian said earnestly. He stood to search for a notepad and pen and found them both on the desk across the room. He definitely needed to write shit down. “Just tell me how to approach this. Should I send flowers? Or is that over the top?”

      Lowell chuckled. “Sweets, you are talking to the wrong person if you’re asking about what over the top is. I live for over the top. So, I’m all for an enormous bouquet of flowers with a nice note. An olive branch, if you will. But with orchids instead.”

      “Orchids it is,” Ian agreed. He scribbled a note to that effect.

      “Besides, Ricky’s a drag queen. Over the top is their language.”

      “Rosie’s place didn’t seem very flashy,” Ian said doubtfully. “She said it was her sanctuary. I mean, Ricky’s place. Fuck this is confusing. I feel like I’m fucking it all up.”

      “You’re trying, honey. That’s the first step. But you’re right, as far as drag queens go, Rosie is one of the most elegant ones I’ve ever met. I didn’t say you should go gaudy for flowers. Think grand elegance.”

      Grand elegance, Ian wrote on the piece of paper.

      “But where should I send them? I don’t remember the street address of where he lives.”

      “I could give you the address, but I have a better idea.”

      “Honestly, that scares me.”

      Lowell chuckled. “It probably should. But I do know Ricky better than you, so you’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “Okay,” Ian said warily.

      “Send them to his work. Make all of his coworkers envious.”

      “He works at a hotel, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Park something, right?”

      “Just ‘The Park’.”

      “Got it.” Ian scribbled on a piece of paper. “I’m even writing it all down. Enormous bouquet of flowers. Orchids. Apology. Nice note. Grand elegance. The Park.”

      “Good.” Lowell’s voice turned stern. “Now don’t fuck it up. Again.”

      After Ian hung up, he grabbed his laptop to research florists, but he found his thoughts drifting to high school. He remembered Lowell pretty well. Their prep school hadn’t been that huge. And Lowell had been popular. So had Ian. But a very different breed of popular.

      Lowell had been out of the closet since middle school, which was practically unheard of anywhere. He was a figure skater as well, which should have been a mark against him. And it wasn’t as if his money had made much of a difference when the average cost of tuition at Thornton was nearly 30k a year. Other than a few scholarship students, everyone in the area had money.

      No, Lowell had been popular through sheer force of will. He was charming and generous, and he’d collected friends who were looking for social advancement. Ian remembered Lowell’s friends as being catty and cutthroat. It was why Ian had panicked the second he saw Lowell approach with a group of people at the club last night. Lowell’s friends from Thornton would have eaten Ian alive and spit his bones out after. But the guys who had been with him were clearly different.

      Micah had seemed sincere, and he was the only one who grasped just how much Ian had at stake. Of course, of anyone, he would.

      Last summer, Ian had read what snippets of information had appeared online on gossip sites and actual reputable news sources about Micah’s injury and his physical therapists’ reaction. Then his quitting baseball. It had been fairly quiet after that, though a couple of his former teammates had spoken to the press about his relationship with the physical therapist.

      It was 2013 and being gay in baseball was still a big fucking deal. It was clear that while Micah was out, he wasn’t about to be the poster child for LGBTQ rights in the sport, either.

      Ian couldn’t blame him. It was a huge headache, and dealing with the press was never fun.

      Thankfully, Ian hadn’t had to worry about hiding being gay. Greg Louganis’s coming out two years after Ian was born had helped pave the way for him. Of course, it was risky since Ian was dreaming of Olympic gold. Ian was nowhere near having that in the bag yet. Plus, Louganis was a diver—whereas Ian was a swimmer—but it was a start. He’d spent his whole life in a sport where a whole lot of people were hiding, but Ian believed it was time for athletes to blow the doors wide off the closet at the Olympics.

      And why not Ian? Why couldn’t he be the guy to step down from the medals podium at the Olympic swimming complex and look a reporter straight in the eye and say, “Yeah, I’m gay. And I earned this gold medal.”

      But the problem was Ian was pretty sure there was a script for how that was all supposed to happen. He was supposed to fall for another swimmer. A guy on his team or at least another Olympic athlete. Another super masculine guy with a chiseled six-pack who was your stereotypical Alpha gay man whom the press would eat up.

      And that kind of guy wasn’t the kind of guy Ian was attracted to.

      No, Ian’s tastes ran to pretty men who were a lot more like Andy with his gender fluidity or Ricky, who had completely embraced both his masculine side and his feminine side when he performed as a drag queen. Who had given all of the gender rules a big middle finger.

      Ian liked that about Ricky.

      But Ian’s coach would lose his shit.

      Ian’s brother would lose his shit.

      And the press would definitely lose their shit if Ian made it to the Olympics and was dating a drag queen.

      Ian paused. Of course, he’d gotten a little ahead of himself there. He didn’t even know if Ricky would talk to him, much less date him.

      Hell, Ian didn’t know if he even wanted to date Ricky. He just knew he felt like an asshole for blowing him off this morning and making him feel terrible. Ian had never intended that. The least Ian could do was say he was sorry.

      Ian closed his eyes and thought of Ricky again. Not Rosie, but the guy he’d woken up with this morning. He’d been so sweet and definitely cute, and oh, man, had Ian been a dick this morning, hadn’t he?

      Yeah, he owed Ricky an enormous apology. “Orchids,” he muttered to himself.

      Ugh, I must feel bad, he thought as he browsed online and found a florist who was open on a Sunday afternoon, had great reviews, and looked like the kind of place that might have really good orchids. There was nothing he hated more than talking on the phone, and he’d already done it once today with Lowell.

      Ian hit dial, then took a deep breath when the florist answered with a cheerful greeting.

      “I’m looking for a bouquet with orchids,” Ian said. “Something grand and elegant. For someone I really fucked up with.”
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November 11, 2013 – Lincoln Park, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      Ricky’s Monday morning flew by in a blur of meetings, phone calls, and crisis management. It took the beeping of his phone to remind him it was time for lunch. He often got so wrapped up in work he forgot to eat, so after one too many mid-afternoon headaches, he set a timer on his phone and tried to be punctual about eating when the alarm went off.

      Today, Ricky grabbed a book, his coat, and closed his office door. He collected his lunch bag from the break room refrigerator, then stopped at the front desk. Cecelia was busy helping guests, and he waited until the couple walked away to speak to her. “Hey, Cecilia, I’ll be up on the roof deck if you need me,” he said.

      “Enjoy!” She gave him a cheerful little wave.

      Ricky preferred to get out of the office to eat when he could. Some days, he went across the street to Lincoln Park to enjoy the green space or crossed Lakeshore Drive to sit by the water. But it had been a horrible day, and there had been one disaster after another that had required his attention. He didn’t dare go too far from the hotel today. The roof deck would do.

      As he pushed the door open, Ricky let out a little sigh of contentment. As frosty as it had been this morning, it was a surprisingly warm, sunny day for November. Plus, there wasn’t a guest in sight. When they were around, Ricky never felt like he could fully relax, but since the rooftop space was deserted, he could eat his meal and read in peace while he enjoyed the nice weather.

      He ate his lunch—a rather tasty salad he’d packed for himself along with a cookie—and immersed himself in the thriller. Unfortunately, it didn’t hold his attention for long. His thoughts kept wandering back to Ian. To the amazing sex. To the morning after. To feeling rejected and unwanted for the umpteenth time in his life. God, his subconscious masquerading as Reuben had been right. When was the last time Ricky had actually been on a date before fucking the guy?

      A year ago? More? Ricky wasn’t sure anymore. But no matter what his approach was, it was clear what he was doing wasn’t working. It didn’t seem to matter whether he met a guy on a hookup app, a dating app, or at the club, they were all the same.

      After all that rejection, it was hard to keep the positive attitude going. He was thirty-four. He wasn’t getting any younger, and in the gay community, that meant his days were numbered. It was depressing, but he couldn’t deny it.

      Ian had been dazzled by Rosie’s glamour and had fucked a fantasy. Who could blame him for not being interested in the reality the next morning? Ricky was expecting too much of a guy barely old enough to legally buy alcohol. Though, Ricky had dated guys ten or fifteen years his senior with no luck, either, so age probably wasn’t a factor. He was just expecting too much of men in general.

      Ricky sighed, then glanced at his watch. He still had ten minutes left. He leaned back in the chair, tilted his head back, and enjoyed the feel of the sun on his face. Soaking up some sunshine wouldn’t fix his problems, but it might—at least, temporarily—make him feel better about them.

      When Ricky returned to the lobby, he smothered a grimace when Cecilia waved to get his attention. “Ricky, this guest would like to speak with you.”

      Great. Just what he wanted to deal with right now.

      “Hello,” Ricky greeted the young woman with a smile. He was very good at fake smiles that looked sincere. He wasn’t sure if he should be proud of that or not, but it certainly came in handy with this job. “I hope you’re enjoying your stay at The Park.”

      “I am,” she gushed. “It’s been wonderful. That’s why I wanted to speak to you. I’m getting married next summer, and I was wondering what you had for event facilities.”

      The smile Ricky aimed at her this time was sincere. That he could handle right now.

      “Let me give you an overview of the options, and once you have time to look them over, I can set up an appointment for you to meet with the events coordinator.”

      She left with a smile twenty minutes later, and after she was gone, Ricky turned back to Cecelia.

      The pleasant interaction with the bride-to-be put a smile on Ricky’s face, but when Cecelia grabbed his forearm, it transformed into a quizzical look.

      “Oh, my God, I am so glad you’re back from lunch,” Cecelia said. She looked wide-eyed, and she was practically vibrating from excitement. “I thought that lady was never going to leave!”

      “What is it now? And if it’s so urgent, why didn’t you call me?” Ricky asked, perplexed. “You know I always have my phone with me.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing bad! You got a delivery while you were on lunch. It looks like you have an admirer,” Cecilia teased.

      He blinked at her. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “It’s in your office. Come on.” She led him down the hall, and Ricky followed, feeling very puzzled. He stopped dead in his tracks at the bouquet of flowers on his desk. A bronze ceramic pot held sprays of deep orange, rust, and coppery-colored orchids, birds of paradise, and other exotic flowers and greenery.

      “Oh my. Are you sure they’re for me?” Ricky asked faintly.

      “They have your name on it.”

      “Ricky or Rosie?” He felt a trickle of disquiet run through him. Very few people knew that he worked here. He’d had one overly friendly fan who’d crossed a line once and showed up at the hotel. He’d been very careful since then to keep it as separate as possible.

      “Ricky. Why, were you expecting something for Rosie?”

      “No, I was just wondering.” He plucked the envelope from where it was nestled between the blooms, ripped it open, and read the card.

      Ricky,

      I’m sorry for the way I behaved the other morning. My head was kind of a mess, but I shouldn’t have treated you badly. If you’ll give me a second chance, I’d love to apologize and make it up to you.

      Ian

      He’d included his phone number below his name.

      Ricky blinked at it as if expecting the whole thing to disappear in a puff of smoke.

      “Is it from a guy you’re dating? What’s his name?” Cecelia said, trying to peer over his shoulder.

      Ricky clapped the card against his chest, not wanting to share, though there was nothing particularly personal on it. “Ian. His name is Ian.”
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        * * *
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      Unfortunately, the day flew by as Ricky tackled one task after another, and it wasn’t until he got home that night and placed the bouquet of flowers on his kitchen counter that he thought of sending a text to Ian. He’d wanted to reply and, at least, let Ian know he’d gotten the flowers, but he hadn’t had time, especially because it was the kind of conversation he’d need to focus his entire attention on. Work had taken up all of his brainpower.

      Ricky didn’t know what to think of the note or the arrangement. Well, the flowers were gorgeous, plain and simple. And the note was sweet. But should he reply? Well, it was rude not to, at least, acknowledge them.

      Even Reuben couldn’t yell at him for being polite to Ian when he’d made such a nice gesture. Ricky put Ian’s number in his phone and briefly debated how to begin the conversation.

      Thank you for the flowers, he typed out. Simple and straightforward.

      The response was almost instantaneous. You liked them?

      Very much, Ricky replied. His mouth curved up in a smile as he thought about the arrangement. And the reactions at work over it. My coworkers were incredibly jealous. Was that shallow of him? Maybe a little. But in a world that didn’t ever encourage gay, brown men to be on this end of a romantic gesture, it felt validating.

      Lowell suggested I send them there for that reason.

      I had a feeling he had something to do with it, Ricky admitted. He was pretty sure he’d mentioned working at the hotel to Ian at some point that night—maybe in the car on the drive to his place?—but everything about the situation smacked of Lowell’s handiwork. He glanced over at the flowers on the counter. Not that he was complaining. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had bought him flowers, much less something as stunning as that.

      Ricky looked down at his phone again, but there was silence for a few minutes before a long message popped up. I was planning to send them to your apartment, but I couldn’t remember the street number, and I didn’t have time to go to Edgewater in person to figure out which building you were in. And then I thought it might be weird if I was stalking your house anyway. I didn’t want to seem creepy. Of course, then I started to worry that sending them to your work was worse ... So, hopefully, I didn’t cross any lines?

      No, you didn’t. It was a nice gesture.

      Why does that feel like there’s a ‘but’ at the end?

      Because I’m not sure what you want, Ricky admitted.

      Coffee. I want coffee.

      In general?

      No. With you. Specifically.

      To what end?

      So I can apologize in person. I hate the way I left things yesterday morning.

      Okay. When?

      Do you have plans tonight?
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        * * *

      

      Ricky’s stomach danced as he approached the coffee shop. Through the glass door, he could see Ian waiting. His shoulders were slumped, and his hands were jammed into his pockets as he stood near the entrance. The bell above the door tinkled as Ricky let himself in, and Ian lifted his head. His face lit up with a smile when their gazes met.

      “Hi,” he said softly as Ricky approached.

      Ricky looked up at Ian. With flat shoes on, Ian towered over him. Ian looked great in his skinny charcoal jeans, pale gray shirt, and brown canvas military-style jacket. And those lips ... Ricky’s lips still tingled from the deep kisses two nights ago. He wanted more. He mentally smacked his own forehead. No, bad Ricky. He wasn’t here to hook up with Ian again. He’d promised Reuben he wouldn’t.

      “Hey,” Ricky managed.

      “Thanks for meeting me.” Damn that deep voice did Ricky in every time, though.

      “Thanks for the invitation.” Ricky tried to keep his own voice neutral. He still had mixed feelings about being here. Only time would tell if it was a good choice or not.

      “You still don’t sound convinced,” Ian said. He stepped a little closer.

      “Convinced meeting was a good idea? No, I’m not,” Ricky admitted.

      “Why don’t we get something to drink and talk about it?”

      “Okay.”

      It was too late in the evening for caffeine or he’d never get any sleep, so Ricky ordered a cup of mango passionfruit herbal tea. Ian got a latte and insisted on paying.

      “Thanks for the tea,” Ricky said quietly after they were seated. He curled his hands around the warm mug. Despite the unseasonably warm day, the night was cool, and the warmth of the drink felt nice. “And for the flowers. They weren’t necessary, but they were gorgeous.”

      “Too much?” Ian frowned. “I was afraid they might be.”

      “I don’t know about too much, but I’ve certainly never gotten a bouquet quite like that before,” Ricky admitted with a little laugh. “Like I said, it created quite a fuss at work.”

      “I told the florist I wanted something unusual. For someone who I’d really fucked up with.”

      Ricky smiled down at his mug. The steam rising from it was heavenly. “They did a great job. But really, I mean it. They weren’t necessary.”

      “I hope you know I’m not trying to buy your forgiveness or anything,” Ian said, a little furrow appearing between his heavy brows. “I just wanted you to know I was serious.”

      “I never got the impression that you were trying to buy my forgiveness at all,” Ricky said softly. “I’m just not sure why you’re so concerned about what I think.”

      “Well, for one, Lowell reamed me out.” Ian took a sip of his latte, then grimaced. Ricky was fairly sure it had nothing to do with the coffee. “How do you know Lowell anyway? I meant to ask you last night, and I, uh, forgot.”

      “It’s a long story,” Ricky said. “You sure you want to hear it now?”

      Ian nodded.

      Ricky sat back. He’d told this story so many times he could probably do it in his sleep. But he never minded when he had a rapt audience. “Well, I met Lowell when he was sixteen. Lowell and his friends used to stay at The Park when they came down from Winnetka to visit Boystown. Lowell’s father had an in with hotel management there at the time and wanted someone to keep an eye on them. That was my job. Keep them from getting hassled. Bored, rich teenagers with too much money to spend can get in an awful lot of trouble without even trying. At the time, Lowell had no idea I was looking out for him.” Ricky smiled. “But, as it turns out, he was the one who ended up looking out for me.”

      Ian gave him a quizzical look.

      “One night, my drag show ran late. I usually changed out of my costume before I went home but I was in a hurry to get back. I worked early the next morning, and I was exhausted. The Red Line station where I normally got on the train was closed for repairs. I had to walk a few blocks, and my feet were starting to kill me in my stilettos, so I wasn’t walking very fast. Some guy started hassling me. Just name-calling—nothing I hadn’t heard before. But he started to get threatening, and when he followed me, I was absolutely terrified. I walked as fast as I could, but it was hard to do on those skinny little heels. One got caught in a crack in the sidewalk, and the guy was on me so fast I didn’t have time to react. Apparently, Lowell and his friends came out of a club just in time to see it happen. When the guy grabbed me, Lowell came barreling out of nowhere to my rescue like some sort of superhero.”

      Ian’s mouth parted in surprise.

      “Lowell couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds soaking wet at the time, but he was loud and angry. The guy backed right off and left with his tail tucked between his legs.” Ricky smiled. “I had a nasty bruise on my arm and a scuffed heel, but I still consider myself lucky that’s all it was. If Lowell hadn’t scared him off … well, I don’t know what the guy would have done.” Ricky shrugged. “It could have gotten really ugly.”

      Ian nodded.

      “Lowell didn’t know it was me, either. I’d never told him about my drag before that. He just saw a stranger getting hassled and wanted to protect them.” Ricky smiled. “I was shaking after, and he wrapped me up in his arms and told me I was safe, then put me in a cab home to Pilsen where I lived at the time.”

      “That was sweet of him.”

      “He’s as sweet as pie when he loves you, but you don’t want to get on Lowell’s bad side.”

      “Believe me, I know,” Ian said grimly. “I learned that yesterday.”

      Ricky laughed. “Oh, honey, whatever he said to you, you’re still standing, so I guarantee he went easier on you than he could have.”

      “If that’s easy …” Ian grimaced. “I’d hate to see him really pissed off. I deserved it, though.”

      “I never had any intention of him calling you to lecture you. I vented to a friend, but I didn’t think about the fact that he’s your friend too.”

      “He’s not, though,” Ian admitted. “I mean, not really. We went to high school together, but we weren’t close then, and I hadn’t seen Lowell since his graduation. I mean, it was nice reconnecting with him, but as far as loyalty goes, I totally understand why he wanted to protect you. I was a jerk, which was especially shitty after you both saved my ass that night.”

      “Still, I didn’t mean for Lowell to charge in defending my honor,” Ricky admitted. “I should have kept it between us. I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m the one who should apologize. I feel really bad,” Ian said. “I wasn’t trying to be an asshole yesterday morning. I swear.”

      “Oh, honey, I know you weren’t. But I’ve had my heart broken one too many times by boys just like you.” Ian’s lips parted, and Ricky hastened to reassure him. “Not that you broke my heart. You were very honest about what your fantasy was, and I was happy to indulge it.”

      “But something I did bothered you.” Ian leaned in, and the sincerity and concern in his gaze was undeniable.

      Ricky brushed the hair off his own forehead. “You …” He wasn’t sure how to put it into words. “Yes, your reaction bothered me, but you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I’m sorry if I seemed strange when I woke up. I could blame it on drinking the night before and getting no sleep and interacting with other humans before I’d had any caffeine, but that would be a cop-out. That wasn’t the real problem.”

      Ricky leaned forward. “What was?”

      “Honestly, it weirded me out a little to go to bed with one person and wake up with another.”

      “But that’s just it—I’m both,” Ricky said softly. “Sometimes, I’m Rosie, and sometimes, I’m Ricky.”

      “No, I get that.” Ian frowned. “But I hadn’t met Ricky yet, and it messed with my head a little. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad, though. And I really did have swim practice.”

      “I didn’t think you were lying to me about practice. I just … I let my head get away from me for a minute.”

      “Get away from you how?”

      “Oh, you know.” Ricky laughed softly. “You have great sex with a guy, and he falls asleep in your bed, and you wake up in his arms in the morning and think ‘well maybe this could be more’, but that’s silly because I know you never promised me that. I was the one who turned it into something it wasn’t. The flowers, the coffee, they’re very sweet, but if you’re just looking for forgiveness, I’m happy to give that to you.”

      Ian pushed his cup away and leaned in even closer. “Well, I’m glad you forgive me, but I still feel like I was kind of a jerk.”

      Ricky patted his hand. “Let’s leave it in the past, honey.” He truly didn’t have any ill will toward Ian. He seemed sweet and sincere.

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. And not just because I felt like I owed you an apology. I wanted to see you again.” Ian’s big hazel eyes were earnest. “I had an amazing time with you Saturday night.”

      “It was enjoyable for me too,” Ricky admitted. “And you’re very sweet, Ian, but I’ve been here before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, having sex when I’m in drag isn’t something I do often for this reason.”

      Ian frowned. “Why not? What reason?”

      “Because every time I have, it’s ended badly.” His tone was frank. “And I’m the one who gets hurt every time. I’m tired of it.”

      Ian’s frown deepened. “Hurt how?”

      “You aren’t so unusual, Ian. A lot of guys are into drag queens, but they aren’t interested in the whole person.”

      “I am, though,” Ian protested. “Yeah, you were amazing Saturday night as Rosie, but I think you’re gorgeous right now too. I’m sorry I didn’t deal with it well after we woke up, but I’d like a chance to prove to you that it was a fluke. I’d like to get to know you. Both sides of you.”

      Ricky looked down and sighed. “That’s lovely to hear. Honestly, it is, but I need more than that. The whole reason we met was because you were terrified of being recognized at a drag show. I am a drag queen. I can’t change who I am, Ian.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “But you can’t be open about getting involved with someone like me, either, and I’m not the sort of person who’s meant to live in a closet,” Ricky protested. “You want the fantasy of Rosie, but you aren’t secure about it. You have no problem openly dating a man who’s like you, but I’m the kind of man you’re really attracted to. Based on what you said, I assume you don’t want to tell your friends or your family or your coach you’re dating a drag queen, and I get it. I’m a lot.” Ricky smiled sadly.

      “All of me is way too much for you, and that’s fine. It’s happened before, and it’ll probably happen again. But I’m trying to learn from my mistakes, and my instincts are telling me going forward with anything would be a bad choice for me. I’m looking for a man who will love me for me, you know? I want a man who’s proud of being with Ricky and Rosie. I understand you're not there right now, and that's okay. But I deserve more.”

      Ricky stood and slipped past Ian, who stared up at him, a bewildered expression on his face. Ricky traced his fingers across Ian’s jaw. And what a lovely jaw it was. “Thank you for the flowers and the coffee and for the wonderful night together. I’ll treasure the memories. But this is the end of the road for us. Take care, Ian. If you hear someone cheering loudly for you when you’re in the Olympics, it’ll be me.”

      Ricky leaned down and pressed a kiss to Ian’s cheek, then turned and walked out the door. The bell jangled overhead as Ricky stepped out into the cool, drizzly night to walk home.

      Alone.
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        * * *
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      “You did the right thing,” Irving said an hour later. Ricky had come straight home after the coffee date with Ian and crawled onto Irving’s bed for some girl talk. He’d spilled the entire story to Irving, who nodded knowingly. “You know that, right?”

      “I know I did.” Ricky stared up at the ceiling in Irving’s bedroom. There was a chandelier over the bed, and the light shining through the crystals left interesting patterns on the smooth white surface. It was dazzling. “But it feels … not right.”

      “If I had a hot twenty-one-year-old swimmer panting after me, it would feel wrong for me to turn him down too. Only that never happens to me, girl.”

      Ricky laughed. “Want me to send him your way?”

      “Honey, you’re a bombshell in a dress and equally devastating out of it. I’m more like the aftermath of the explosion. Ain’t nobody want to mess with that.”

      “That’s a lie,” Ricky protested. “You’re wonderful.”

      “I know I’m wonderful. I’m also well past my prime. You’ve still got a chance.”

      Ricky rolled on his side and looked at Irving. He was pushing fifty, which in the gay community and drag world practically made him ancient. What scared Ricky was that he wouldn’t find anyone, either, and fifteen years later, he’d be in exactly the same place. Still searching for that mythical relationship and even further from finding it. “Why can’t I just meet a nice guy? Why is that so hard?” Ricky asked with a sigh.

      “Because they’re a myth. Like unicorns and fairies. And I don’t mean the kind that flit around Boystown in hot pants, looking to get bent over and plowed.”

      “So, we settle for jerks?” He thought again about his conversation with Reuben. Even in his subconscious, Reuben had some solid advice, and Ricky didn’t want to go against that.

      “Hell, no. We find real men. Ones with flaws who try their best and fail sometimes but don’t give up. Let’s be honest, though. They’re never going to look like twenty-one-year-old swimmers.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Ricky sighed. “Saying no was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. He’s just so sweet and earnest. It’s cute.”

      “Girl, if you want cute, I think you need a puppy, not a man.”

      Ricky laughed and buried his head against Irving’s shoulder. Irving pulled him close, and Ricky let himself be cuddled. It was nice.

      But it wasn’t what he really wanted.

      If he closed his eyes, he could imagine it was Ian he was curled up with instead. Ian who wouldn’t just hold Ricky like a friend. Ian who would kiss him deeply, forcefully. Ian who made him feel gorgeous and sexy and desired.

      “You better not be thinking about puppies now,” Irving said. “You are getting a little excited there, babycakes.”

      Ricky laughed and rolled away again, adjusting his dick inside his skinny jeans. “Sorry. And, no, I certainly wasn’t thinking about puppies.”

      “Thinking about the hot swimmer, huh?” Irving’s tone was sympathetic. “Can’t say I blame you. You did the right thing, though. I mean it.”

      “I know.”

      Bleh. Too bad the right thing never led to what he wanted.
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      The first person Ian saw when he walked in the door of Lowell and Brent’s apartment was Ricky. The sight hit him square in the chest as if he’d just belly-flopped into a pool off a diving board. It knocked the wind right out of him. Ricky was laughing at something, and his dark eyes were bright. His wide smile made Ian smile too.

      And then Ian’s smile fell because he hadn’t stopped thinking about Ricky no matter how hard he’d tried. Now he’d have to spend the entire evening with Ricky and pretend as if he weren’t disappointed as hell that Ricky didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Ian understood it, and he couldn’t blame Ricky, but it hurt all the same. Because Ian did like both sides of the person he’d met so far.

      But there was no denying the fact that dating a drag queen was a seriously risky career move for him. And he couldn’t quite imagine bringing someone home to meet Chase and saying, “Hey, this is my boyfriend, he does drag.” Because his brother really wouldn’t understand. And how could Ian explain it to anyone else when it didn’t even make sense in his own head?

      “I can take that from you,” Lowell said softly, and Ian glanced over at Lowell, realizing he’d been staring at Ricky way too long.

      “Thanks.” Ian thrust the bowl at him. “I brought kale and cranberry almond salad. I made it myself.”

      “Mmm, yum. That sounds amazing. Do you cook a lot?”

      “Yeah, at this level of training I have to watch what I eat pretty carefully. I meet with a nutritionist regularly to adjust my macros, and really, it’s easier to just make it all from scratch.”

      Ian could certainly afford to have someone else prepare it for him, but he already felt like an entitled asshole when he knew he had it so much easier than most swimmers out there. The money gave him a competitive advantage because he could afford to take only two classes a semester. NCAA Division I required six credit hours per semester to remain eligible to swim, but he didn’t need to worry about maintaining a full load to get a degree. He was also very lucky because he didn’t need another job to pay his bills. Training was his career.

      It felt a little shitty to lean on the money and hire everything out when he was perfectly capable of doing it for himself.

      “Well, I'm a huge fan of kale, so I’m tempted to just stick your salad in the refrigerator and forget to put it out later, but I suppose I’ll be nice and share.” Lowell smiled at him and gave him a little wink.

      “Sorry I’m running a little late, by the way,” Ian said. “I just got out of practice.”

      “Oh, you’re fine,” Lowell said. He leaned in to give Ian a kiss on the cheek. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Thanks for inviting me.” After Ricky had turned him down, Ian was surprised Lowell had invited him to this friends’ Thanksgiving dinner. It was two weekends before the official Thanksgiving holiday, but Ian thought it was nice that Lowell wanted to do something with all of his friends. And he was flattered to have been included in that group. Especially after what had happened with Ricky.

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Ricky,” Lowell said quietly. Clearly, Ricky had updated Lowell on the situation. Ian certainly hadn’t said anything.

      Ian had hoped Ricky would change his mind, but his phone had remained silent. He’d thought about sending a message to Ricky, but what would he say? Ricky had made it pretty clear that he wasn’t looking to get involved with Ian, and he was trying to respect that. Even if it made him miserable.

      “It’s okay. I understand where he's coming from,” Ian said. He stole another glance at Ricky, who was now perched on the back of the sofa chatting with a couple of guys Ian didn't recognize. “He does deserve someone who can be open about dating him.”

      “Doesn't mean it's easy, though,” Lowell said softly.

      “No, it doesn't.” Ian’s throat felt a little raw.

      “You can hang up your coat on the rack there,” Lowell said, pointing to hooks on the wall, and Ian was grateful for the change of subject. “Drinks are on the counter—of both the alcoholic and non-alcoholic varieties—I’ll introduce you to a few people you haven’t met yet. Make yourself at home, and I’ll be over in a sec.”

      “You need any help with anything?” Ian asked.

      “Nope, we’ve got it covered. Thanks, though.”

      Ian hung up his coat, grabbed a drink, and then approached the group gathered in the living room.

      Ricky’s gaze flicked over to him, and he froze for a moment before his lips curved in a little smile, and he nodded at Ian. It looked forced, and Ian wondered if he should have just stayed away. Ricky and Lowell had been close friends for a long time; Ian was the interloper here.

      But Lowell appeared at his elbow a few seconds later, chatting away like Ian belonged here. “Let me officially introduce you to everyone. Guys, this is my friend Ian Harrington. We went to high school together.” Lowell nodded toward the kitchen where a guy with sun-streaked light brown hair stood with a towel thrown over his shoulder as he stirred something on the stove. “You know my boyfriend Brent.”

      “Hey, Ian, nice to see you,” Brent called out, and Ian waved a greeting. The three of them had met for dinner last week, and he found Brent easy-going and likable.

      “Well, in college, Brent roomed with Nathan Rhodes.” Lowell nodded toward a tall guy with dark hair who held up a hand. “He was a hockey player for WMU, and now, he’s a history teacher and hockey coach at Fowler High.”

      Ian nodded. “His boyfriend, Caleb”—Lowell indicated a guy with thick blond hair and eyes that were so blue they could stop anyone in their tracks—” was my college roommate. He’s now an assistant director at a theater in River North.”

      “Hey. Nice to meet you guys,” Ian said.

      “And you met Micah at the club a few weeks ago.”

      Ian raised a hand to him.

      “Yep, former pro baseball player with the busted shoulder here,” Micah said, but there was a little smirk on his face, and he didn’t sound particularly sad or upset.

      “You’re a lot more than that,” the guy next to him murmured. He was taller than Micah, and he kept brushing his dark blond curls off his forehead.

      “He is!” Lowell said. “He’s been working at the Evanston Youth Sports League and is starting an internship with a sports agency.”

      “Interesting. What made you decided to get into that?” Ian asked.

      Micah shrugged. “Well, I definitely want to keep working with the kids at the youth center, but it doesn’t really pay the bills very well. I figured since I can’t play professionally anymore, I could be a shark for the guys who do. Negotiate the best contracts for them. Make the grind of the minors worth it for them once they get called up and all that.”

      “You are a hell of a negotiator,” the guy who still hadn't been introduced said. He and Micah exchanged a look filled with enough love and heat that it made Ian a little dizzy, even from a few feet away. That must be Justin, the guy Micah had come out of the closet for. After they’d met at the club, Ian had read up more on Micah’s injury and the scandal around their involvement. Interesting stuff.

      Lowell smiled at them, and then glanced at Ian. “If you hadn’t figured it out already, that’s Micah’s boyfriend, Justin Lamb.”

      “Former Cougars’ physical therapist,” he said with a wry smile. “Currently teaching some classes at the Evanston Youth Sports League, and I just got hired at a sports rehab center.”

      “Did you have any trouble finding a new position?” Ian asked. “I mean with all of the media attention …”

      “It wasn’t too bad. Thankfully, when the Cougars let me go, they gave me a decent letter of recommendation. Since my involvement with Micah was public knowledge, I’ve had to do some fast-talking during interviews, but ...” He gave Ian a crooked little grin. “When I say that we’re in a relationship and he’s the love of my life, they seem to understand. It’s amazing what people will excuse once they know that.”

      Yep, Justin was charming as hell and really fucking hot. Ian had no trouble believing he could talk himself out of any problem he had.

      “Congrats on the new job, by the way,” Ian said sincerely. “And you too, Micah.”

      “Thanks.”

      Lowell’s smile softened as he turned to the guy dressed in skinny black jeans and a slouchy black sweater that hung off one shoulder. “And you know Ricky Chavez.”

      “Yeah,” Ian said softly. “My knight in shining drag.”

      Ricky laughed a soft, throaty laugh, and his grin was bright and electric. Even out of drag, he seemed to glow like there was a spotlight following him around. Or maybe that was just how Ian saw him.

      For a while, Ian chatted with Nathan and Caleb and found them interesting and easy to talk to, but when they wandered off to refill their drinks, Ian took advantage of the opportunity to walk over to Ricky. He was perched on one of the bar stools at the island. Ian probably shouldn’t bug him, but he couldn’t seem to stay away.

      “How’ve you been?” Ian asked, stepping a little closer.

      “Good.” Ricky smiled. He crossed his legs and looked up at Ian. “Grateful I have a little time off coming up. Working at the hotel on Black Friday can be a nightmare. Although, at least, we’re far enough away from the Magnificent Mile we don’t get the worst of the shoppers.”

      Ian chuckled.

      “The Saturday after will be fun, though.” Ricky clapped his hands as his face lit up with excitement. “We’ll be decorating for Christmas. It’s so magical. There’s a fourteen-foot tree next to the desk, and I looove the lights. They keep away the winter gloom. I’m always sad when we take it down the day after Christmas. I leave my tree at home up until the end of January. It’s just white lights, so it’s not too seasonal.”

      “I don't usually bother to decorate a tree,” Ian admitted.

      Ricky gasped. “Shut your mouth, honey. That’s blasphemy.”

      Ian shrugged, smiling at him. “I typically fly to New York to see my brother at Christmas, so I’m not really home to enjoy it anyway. I don’t do anything to celebrate Thanksgiving, though, so this was nice.”

      “I’m glad you came.”

      “Yeah?” Ian smiled, trying not to read too much into that statement. “What about you? Is your family in Chicago?”

      “They’re in Springfield, so not too far. I’ll head home the Wednesday before Thanksgiving to see them,” he said with a happy little sigh. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Is Springfield where you grew up?”

      “No, we lived in Chicago when I was growing up. But my parents moved to the Springfield area after my dad retired.”

      “What do your parents’ do? Or, used to do, if they’re retired now.”

      “My dad was a pharmacist, and my mom is a composer. She retired from teaching at the university, but she still composes and gives piano lessons.”

      “Whoa, that’s cool. Is that where you got your musical talent from?”

      Ricky nodded. “Yes, she taught me how to read music very young. I grew up singing and playing piano.”

      “And you said they’re supportive of your drag career, right?”

      He smiled. “Very much. They come to shows occasionally when they’re in town. So do my two sisters, Christina and Sofia. What about you? Any siblings?”

      “I just have one brother. Chase. He’s nine years older than me. He got a job in New York a few years ago, so we don’t see each other much.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      Ian nodded. He’d gotten used to it. And Chase had been there when Ian really needed it.

      “How’s swimming been?” Ricky asked.

      “All right.” Ian made a face. “I’ve been struggling to focus lately.” Which was definitely due to Ricky, though Ian wasn’t blaming him.

      A concerned frown wrinkled Ricky’s forehead. “Everything okay with your coach? I didn’t see anything online about you being spotted.”

      “You checked?”

      Ricky dipped his head. “I was worried.”

      “You’re sweet.”

      Ricky sighed. “With my drag friends, I’m everyone’s big sister, no matter their age. Always trying to look out for them. It’s a habit I can't seem to shake, and it bleeds into the rest of my life too.”

      “There are worse things than being a nice person,” Ian pointed out.

      “It can backfire on me. Sometimes, I’m too trusting.”

      Ian winced. “Like when you take home totally confused gay guys who have a crush on you and let them take advantage of you?”

      “Oh, honey,” Ricky reached out and touched Ian's arm. “No. You didn't take advantage of me. I may only be five-foot-nine out of heels but I’m a big boy. I went into that night with open eyes. Your attention was flattering, and we had a great time together. It’s my own fault I let myself think it was something more than what it was. It’s something I need to work on.”

      “I just feel bad,” Ian admitted. “I wish I could have a do-over.”

      “If only life gave us those,” Ricky said softly. “But it doesn’t. And I don’t want you worrying on my account. I’ll be just fine. I understand why you had a lot going on in your head the morning after, and you’ve already apologized. Don’t go beating yourself up about it on my account. Unless that’s your thing, and hey, who am I to kink shame?” He winked.

      Ian smiled. He’d spanked a guy and let himself get spanked once before, but it didn’t do much for him. No, his tastes definitely ran to men in women’s clothing.

      “Did I fetishize you?” Ian blurted out.

      Ricky’s eyes went wide. “Uh, when we had sex?”

      Ian blushed. “Yeah, I mean I did some digging online, and I read some stuff about drag queens hating to have sex in drag and that they felt fetishized, and after what you said about people only wanting you for that side of you, I wondered ...”

      Ricky gave him a serious look. “Maybe a little bit at first, but again, you were honest about it from the start. I knew it was a fantasy for you, and I enjoyed giving you that. You made me feel very sexy and desirable.”

      “You were! I mean you are. Then and now. Like, both sides are really gorgeous, and I—” Ian took a gulp of his drink. “Ugh. I should shut up now.”

      Ricky laughed softly. “Am I making you flustered again?”

      “Yes,” Ian admitted. “Apparently, you turn me into an idiot whether you’re Ricky or Rosie.”

      Ricky laughed again, more loudly this time, but as he opened his mouth to reply, Lowell cut him off.

      “All right, dinner’s ready!” Lowell called out. “Everyone take a seat.”

      Ian belatedly realized he and Ricky had just had a very personal conversation in the middle of a party, and he wondered how many people had overheard. He wasn’t worried about any of them blabbing to anyone; he just wasn’t used to being so immersed in conversation with someone that he forgot the rest of the world existed. That was definitely new.

      “Please, dig in,” Lowell said when they were all seated. The table was absolutely filled with food. In addition to what Lowell and Brent had provided, all of the guests had brought food as well. Conversation flowed, and Ian relaxed as Lowell’s friends quickly made him feel like he belonged. It didn’t escape his notice that he and Ricky were the only single ones there, however. Which was both wonderful and awkward. Somehow, he and Ricky ended up seated across from each other at the table. Micah was to his right and Caleb to his left. Their boyfriends were across from them, and Lowell and Brent were at the ends. Ian suspected the seating arrangement wasn’t accidental. Lowell was way too smart for that. Which meant that there was a chance Lowell was trying to play matchmaker between him and Ricky.

      Too bad it couldn’t go anywhere.

      Ian was just grateful he didn’t have to watch Ricky flirt with someone else tonight. That would have been a nightmare.

      “This is so yummy,” Ricky said halfway through dinner as he put another helping of kale salad on his plate. “I mean, everything is, but I am obsessed with this salad.”

      “Oh, I made that,” Ian said with a smile.

      “I’d love to get your recipe,” Ricky replied.

      “I would too,” Justin said.

      “Could you get it from Ian as well, sweets?” Lowell said, looking at Brent.

      “Sure.”

      “You don't cook?” Ian glanced at Lowell.

      “No, I do, but I’m so busy with grad school it's unreal.” Lowell smiled at his boyfriend. “He’s a total gem and doesn't mind doing most of it, though.”

      “I don't cook much, either,” Micah said. “I mean, I don't mind it, but I’m into pretty basic stuff. Justin's more likely to get experimental in the kitchen. Well, with cooking anyway. We’re both pretty well matched about that otherwise.”

      Lowell snickered. “Touché. You don't want to know all of the places Brent and I have had sex around this apartment.”

      “We cleaned thoroughly before you all came over,” Brent said. “I swear.”

      “What about you, Nathan, Caleb?” Ian asked. The last thing he wanted to think about was sex when the person he’d last had it with was sitting across from him, and there was no chance of it happening again. “I mean, do either of you cook?”

      “I usually cook,” Nathan said. “But that was more because it worked with our schedules since I was home in the evenings and Caleb was at rehearsals. Unfortunately, now that hockey season has started, it's getting difficult. Between his rehearsals and my practices, we both get home really late. I don't know what we’re going to do.”

      “Big batch cooking and meal prep,” Justin said. “It’ll be a game-changer for you.”

      “Oh, totally,” Ian said. “That’s the only way I can manage my nutrition needs.”

      As the conversation flowed around the table, it occurred to Ian how nice this was. He liked it. He enjoyed having a group of gay guys to hang out with and discuss relationships and other adult things. It was so different from the guys he knew through swimming or even the ones he’d casually dated before. They'd seemed really immature to him. Always out partying or looking for the next hookup. Ian felt like he fit here; where everywhere else, he always felt out of step somehow. Different. And not in a good way.

      “... Ian?”

      He tuned in at the sound of his name. “Hmm? Sorry. What was that, Lowell?”

      “Any plans to go Black Friday shopping?”

      He blanched. “Hell no. I’ll be up early that morning but to go to the pool. Not shop.”

      “Not a fan of shopping?”

      “I don’t mind it any other day of the year. I just don’t like people that much.”

      Ricky laughed. “Oh, honey, you better not ever decide to be a hotel manager then. It’s a nightmare and a half when it comes to dealing with people. You wouldn’t believe some of the things that have happened while I was working.”

      “Come on, tell me.” Under the table, Ian nudged Ricky’s foot with his own. Ricky flashed a smile at him.

      “Well, this wasn’t at The Park—it was at a place I worked at when I was younger—but there was a hooker turning tricks. I tried to tell the manager at the time, and it turned out she was fucking him to get him to look the other way about it!”

      Everyone groaned, and Ricky gave them all a knowing grin before he continued.

      “Not that I have anything against sex work, but because it was off the books, no one was changing the sheets after, and I do have a problem with that. At The Park, we’ve found sex toys and dirty underwear in all sorts of places too,” Ricky said. “I think the weirdest was when a guest came back looking for the collection of sex toys they’d left. They seemed flabbergasted that we hadn't put them into the lost and found bin. We had to explain that due to health code issues we couldn't store them.”

      Justin chuckled. “How often do you get badly behaving celebrities?”

      “Not as often as you'd think. We did have a minor celebrity staying in the hotel once. He thought he was a big shot, though. He got drunk or high—probably both—and threw a bunch of furniture out the window. When we went to charge him, he tried to argue that no other hotel had ever minded before.”

      “That's a hell of a sense of entitlement.”

      “His manager came around after to sign for the damages and, it turns out, other hotels had minded. The guy’s manager just smoothed it over every time.” Ricky rolled his eyes. “He seemed shocked I wasn’t willing to play along.”

      “Well, what does he expect if he enables him like that?” Nathan argued.

      “That's what I thought, but ...” Ricky shrugged and his sweater slipped farther down his shoulder. Ian couldn't tear his eyes away from the smooth brown skin. He wanted to press his lips against it. He wished he'd had more time to explore Ricky's body the last time. Taste every single inch of him and learn his body with his teeth and tongue. Ian shuddered at the thought.

      Ricky glanced at him, and their gazes met. It sent a surge of heat through Ian, and he sternly reminded himself that if he kept up with that line of thought, he'd make an asshole of himself and get turned down. Again.

      “Can I clear the table?” Ian stood, and from the startled looks on everyone's faces, it had been rather abrupt. “I, uh, just thought maybe I could be helpful since I got here late.”

      Lowell's expression was knowing as if he'd noticed the interaction between Ian and Ricky, but he didn't say anything. Lowell rose to his feet as well. “Sure. That would be nice. If you bring everything over to the kitchen, we can just put it right in the dishwasher.”

      Everyone pitched in, and it took very little time to clear the table. As they finished, Ian bumped against Ricky, and he reached out a hand to steady Ricky when he rocked back, plates in his hands. Ian's palm landed against Ricky's bare shoulder, and the shock of pleasure at touching his skin was intense.

      “You okay?” he asked as Ricky regained his balance.

      “Yeah, I'm good. Thanks.” Ricky glanced up at him, his voice a little breathless.

      Ian just nodded. If he opened his mouth again, he'd say something stupid, so he reluctantly dropped his hand and turned back to face their friends.
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        * * *

      

      “Who wants dessert?” Brent asked after the table was clear. “We have pumpkin cheesecake and apple pie.”

      Ian smiled to himself. Lowell and Brent were so domestic. They weren't much older than Ian and his teammates, but they clearly enjoyed entertaining. Though, based on the stories Ian had heard about Lowell's parties in high school, that wasn't really new. Although, rumor had it they’d been a whole lot wilder then.

      “Slice of pumpkin cheesecake?” Lowell arched an eyebrow at Ian as he doled it out to everyone.

      “Oh, God, I shouldn't.” Ian groaned. “It looks so good, though.”

      “Maybe just a tiny slice?” Lowell held out a plate. The slice was not that tiny, but it looked too good to argue.

      “Sure. I’ll just swim extra hard at my next practice,” he said with a laugh. “Thanks, Lowell.” Ian took a bite of the cheesecake and tried not to moan. “Nevermind, this is totally worth the extra laps. Thank you.”

      “Do you train every day of the week?” Lowell asked.

      “Close. Twice a day, six days a week.”

      “Jesus.” Lowell shook his head. “That's a level I can't imagine.”

      Ian gave him a wry grin. “I figured it out once. If I spend twenty years swimming competitively, I’ll have spent at least six solid years of it training in some way or another.”

      “That’s dedication,” Ricky said.

      “If I want something badly enough, I'm not afraid to put in the hard work,” Ian said. Ricky's gaze flicked across his face, and he nodded slowly.

      “Nathan, Brent, Micah, you must have put in that kind of work too,” Ian said. “In college and pro sports.”

      “Twice a day? Hell, no,” Nathan said with a laugh. “Hockey could be pretty grueling during the season, but I never trained at that level. But I wasn't trying to go pro or Olympic-level, either.”

      Micah nodded. “I trained hard for the Cougars, but it was different. We spent so much time on the road. I was playing more than I was training during the season. You have how many meets in a year?”

      Ian did the math. “Twenty some, depending on if we make it to championships or not, but we’re swimming for the whole school year.”

      “See, that's a very different approach. I'd have a hard time adjusting to that.”

      “I think we're the odd men out in this conversation,” Ricky said with a laugh as he looked at Caleb and Lowell. “Although, you used to ice skate, didn't you, Lowell?”

      “Sort of.” He made a face. “My anemia made my mom get all paranoid that I was going to overexert myself so I didn’t compete. Trust me. I never trained like that.”

      “I suppose I did the equivalent with musical theater,” Caleb said. “At least, as far as the number of hours. It's less physical, but ...”

      “Less physical, my ass,” Ricky said with a laugh. “You're singing and dancing at the same time. I'd like to see any of these guys do that.”

      “Hell, no,” Nathan said. “I'm not going to pretend that I'd have either the stamina or coordination for it.”

      “Yeah, no. Me, either,” Micah said. “I can't say I enjoy musical theater much—no offense—but even I know that shit's hard.”

      Caleb smirked. “Just think. Ricky does all that too. In heels.”

      All of the guys winced, including Ian. That sounded uncomfortable as hell.

      “There's a reason my stage performances aren't particularly showy,” Ricky said with a grin. “I prefer the lounge singer vibe to big Broadway dance numbers for a reason.”

      The conversation segued into something else while they finished their dessert and cleared away the last of the dishes.

      After, they congregated in the living room with drinks. Ian stuck to water, wanting to keep a clear head. But he ended up on the couch next to Ricky, who was curled up with his legs to one side. His socked foot brushed Ian's thigh occasionally as they talked, and it was almost as bad as being drunk.

      Ian couldn't focus on anything but Ricky's presence.
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        * * *

      

      “How’ve you been?” Micah asked a while later after Ricky had wandered off to talk to Lowell. “We haven’t really had an opportunity to talk much tonight.”

      “I’ve been good. Just training a lot.” A sad expression flickered across Micah’s face. “Ugh. I’m sorry,” Ian said. “That was probably shitty of me.”

      “No.” Micah waved it off. “I get it. The entire world of sports didn't come to a screeching halt just because I quit baseball.”

      “You miss it, though?”

      “I do.” He sighed. “A lot. But I one hundred percent know it was the right decision.”

      “The relationship's worth giving up the career?”

      “Yes.” There was no hesitation in Micah’s voice. “Besides, I had to be realistic about my injuries. I’m relearning how to throw now, and every single time I do, I have this little voice in my head saying ‘what if it happens again’? What if you fuck it up again? And I never could have played pro ball like that.”

      “Yeah, so much of the game is mental,” Ian agreed. He’d been struggling with that since Andy’s death. “Baseball, swimming, it's the same general idea.”

      “Exactly.” They both fell silent.

      “So are you doing okay?” Micah asked a short while later. “I mean, no one got wind of your visit to the club?”

      “No, I was freaking out about nothing that night, I guess,” Ian admitted. “Though, I appreciate everything you and Lowell and Ricky, uh, Rosie did that night.”

      “That’s confusing as fuck, isn't it?” Micah said. “Keeping track of what to call him? Her? I don’t know.”

      You should try sleeping with a drag queen, Ian thought. Talk about confusing. “Yeah, it can be,” he said aloud. “I just try to follow Ricky’s cues, and he seems pretty laid back about it. ‘She’ when dressed as Rosie, ‘he’ when he’s wearing men’s clothes.”

      “Oh.” Micah looked a little startled. “Have you guys been, uh, seeing each other or something?”

      “Not really,” Ian admitted. “Uh, I went home with Rosie that night, though.”

      Micah squinted. “So how does that work?”

      “What? Sex with a drag queen?”

      “Yeah, but never mind. I realize that’s kind of an asshole question.” Micah grimaced. “Ignore me.”

      “No, I don’t mind. What do you mean? Like the mechanics of it?”

      “No. The mental stuff. I mean, you’re gay, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But you’re into guys who dress like chicks? Uh, women?”

      “I guess so?” Ian sighed. “Honestly, my head's a mess over this. Hooking up with Rosie was hot, and Ricky seems great too. I would have liked to keep seeing him, but I’m not in a place where I can openly date someone involved in the drag scene because my coach would throw a shit-fit so … yeah, it didn’t go anywhere.” He looked down at his water, surprised he’d said so much. But more than anyone else here, he had a feeling Micah understood the kind of pressure he was under.

      “But you wish it had.”

      Ian nodded. “Yeah, I do. But Ricky’s looking for more than I can offer, and I don’t want to be a dick to him, so I guess I just have to accept that it was a one-time thing.”

      “You’re doing better than I did when Justin and I first got involved,” Micah said with a grim little smile.

      “Worked out okay for you in the end, though.”

      Micah’s smile disappeared. “It did. I’m fucking grateful it did, but we both paid a pretty high price. And, yeah, you’re right. You’ve got to be sure you’re willing to risk it all and that you’re both on the same page about what you want. Or you’ll both get hurt, and let me tell you, I’d pick a SLAP tear over hurting Justin any day of the week.” Micah clapped Ian on the shoulder. “Just keep that in mind, whatever you do.”

      Ian nodded, but he wondered what it felt like to love someone that much. And if he’d ever find that.
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      After the enormous Thanksgiving dinner was cleared away, all Ricky wanted to do was curl up and take a nap, but Brent pulled out Cards Against Humanity, and Ricky let himself get talked into playing.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Lowell assured him.

      It was, but in the hilarity that followed, Ricky found himself laughing so hard his stomach hurt. “Oh, God, don't make me laugh anymore,” he said, holding his midsection. “Or I’ll vomit all over you.”

      “That’s terrible, Micah!” Nathan said with a laugh. “Seriously awful.”

      He shrugged, grinning, not looking very sorry at all.

      “Well, it’s official,” Lowell said as he finished tallying the points. “The winner is: Micah Warner!”

      “Yes!” Micah held his arms up in a victory pose, but he winced as he lowered them, then he reached up to rub at his right shoulder.

      “You okay?” Justin immediately reached for his shoulder. “What's wrong?”

      “Just some stiffness. Nothing to worry about. I swear.”

      Justin frowned at him. “You sure?”

      “I'm sure.” Micah reached out and touched Justin's bearded cheek. Justin grasped his hand and turned his head to kiss Micah’s palm. Watching them sent a physical ache through Ricky. He wanted something like that so badly, and he was so frustrated at how impossible it was to find.

      Without thinking, he glanced over at Ian. He was staring at Justin and Micah’s interaction thoughtfully, a little furrow creasing his forehead.

      When Lowell invited Ricky, he’d asked him if he was okay with Ian being there. Ricky had assured Lowell it was no problem at all, but now Ricky was beginning to regret it. Talking with Ian was so easy. Their earlier conversation had flowed and they never had a shortage of things to talk about. Attraction aside, Ian was one of the most interesting people Ricky had met in a long time. It made Ricky want to learn more about him. But if Ricky weren’t careful, it would be easy to forget he’d told Ian that dating was a bad idea.

      Because when Ian got all adorably flustered and earnest, it made Ricky melt, and he wanted to kiss the hell out of him and assure him the feeling was entirely mutual.

      Ian looked great tonight too. Not that he probably ever looked bad. Twenty-one-year-olds with chiseled abs and classic features never did. But tonight, he had on a pale blue-gray sweater with brown leather elbow patches that should have looked stuffy and old, yet somehow looked stylish and sexy on him. The way it clung to his muscular torso made Ricky itch to lift it and touch every bit that lay underneath. Ricky hadn’t had nearly enough time to explore Ian’s incredible body when they’d slept together before, and he really regretted it now.

      Ian looked utterly delectable tonight, and despite the fact that Ricky’d had a full meal, he felt starved. It certainly wasn’t for food, though. He stifled a sigh. No, what he really wanted was to take a bite of Ian. The problem was Ricky had a feeling one bite wouldn’t be enough.

      “You want to play another game?” Brent asked the group.

      “I should probably head out, actually,” Ricky said with a regretful sigh as he rose to his feet. Might as well remove himself from temptation before he did something he’d regret. “I’ve had a wonderful time tonight, though. Thank you for inviting me, Lowell. Brent.”

      “I’m so glad you could come!” Lowell said, and everyone echoed the sentiment. Despite the age difference, Ricky liked Lowell’s friends. With the exception of Justin, who was a few years older than Ricky, everyone was in their early twenties, but they were all mature, interesting guys. The group meshed well together too. Although, it hadn’t escaped Ricky’s notice that he and Ian were the only single people there. And that they’d conveniently been seated across from each other. Lowell’s meddling, perhaps? Or just the most logical seating plan when they were the only unpaired people at the party?

      Ricky thanked Lowell and Brent for their hospitality again, then got a hug or a handshake from everyone there, but when he got to Ian, he looked at Ricky intently.

      “I should head out too. Can I walk you out, Ricky?”

      Out of the corner of Ricky’s eyes, he caught a glimpse of Lowell’s raised eyebrow.

      “Uh, sure,” Ricky said, feeling a little perplexed. Maybe Ian would feel like a third wheel once Ricky was gone and was looking for a polite way to escape. Ricky didn’t always enjoy spending a ton of time with established couples when he was the only single one there, either.

      Ricky slipped on his black wool peacoat but frowned when he realized his green scarf wasn’t with it. Damn, he'd forgotten it. He'd been in such a hurry to leave the hotel tonight he'd left it in his office. Oh, well. He was heading straight home after this anyway. Ian said goodbye to everyone as well, and Ricky waited for him to shrug on his leather jacket and collect his belongings. They were both silent on the elevator ride down to the first floor. The lobby was empty and quiet as they walked through it.

      As soon as they reached the sidewalk, an icy wind hit them and sent a shiver down Ricky’s spine. “Brrr. It’s freezing already,” he muttered. “Sometimes, I don’t know why I stay in this city.”

      “May I?” Ian took off his scarf and held it up with a smile.

      “May you—oh!” Ian wrapped the scarf around Ricky’s neck and loosely knotted it. It smelled of his cologne, which was light and masculine. Expensive smelling. Ricky remembered burying his nose against Ian’s neck as they fell asleep and breathing in his scent. The memory sent a flush of heat through Ricky. And the scarf was toasty warm. Ricky touched it, surprised by the gesture but appreciative. “Thank you. That was sweet. I’m just around the corner.”

      It was a short walk to Ricky’s car, but although there were a thousand things he wanted to say to Ian, he couldn’t think of a single one he should say.

      “This is me,” Ricky said as they stopped by his small, silver sedan. He used the key fob to pop his trunk. He set his bag with the dishes from the food he’d brought to dinner inside and closed the hatch. When he turned back to face Ian, he was looking down at Ricky with a smile on his face.

      “Want to go for a walk with me?” Ian said. “In the park, maybe?”

      “A walk?” Ricky titled his head, scrutinizing Ian’s expression in the light of the nearby streetlamp.

      “Just to talk more. I … I’ve enjoyed talking to you tonight. If you’re too cold for a walk, we could grab coffee instead or something.”

      “Oh.” Ricky touched the scarf again. He was a lot warmer already. “No, a walk would be nice. Will you be warm enough, though?”

      “Oh, I’ll be fine. I like this time of year.”

      They crossed Clark Street to Lincoln Park, and Ricky turned right.

      Leaves crunched underfoot on the sidewalk as they strolled along, and Ricky could see his breath on the air. Wrapped snugly in Ian’s scarf, with his hands in his pockets, he wasn’t cold at all.

      “Wow, I wish I had my camera with me,” Ian said in a hushed voice. “It’s a gorgeous night.”

      Ricky tilted his head back to look at the sky. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and a few of the brighter stars—or maybe satellites—shone through. It really was gorgeous. Cold but in that late fall-early winter way. He’d wake up tomorrow with frost on his car and snow was probably just around the corner.

      “You’re a photographer?” Ricky asked, turning his attention to the man beside him again.

      “Yeah. I’ve been taking pictures almost as long as I’ve been swimming.”

      “Since before you could walk?”

      Ian shot him a smile. “Okay, maybe not quite that long. But a long time. I’m taking some photography classes at Lakeshore now.”

      “Ever thought about becoming a professional photographer?”

      “I’ve considered it. I don’t know for sure, though. If swimming goes the way I hope, it’ll be a long way off.”

      “You’re ambitious,” Ricky said.

      “I like pushing myself,” Ian replied. “It’s not even as much about beating someone else but pushing myself harder. Don’t get me wrong, I like to win, but there’s always that next milestone. The next time to beat. It revs me up. Learning from my mistakes, getting better at what I do … it can get addictive.”

      “I understand that,” Ricky said. “Performing can be the same way for me. The nature of the competition is quite different, but there’s a similar high that comes with it.”

      “Have you ever wanted to be a bigger drag star?”

      “Like going national?” Ricky shook his head. “No, not really. A few friends have told me I should audition for Drag Race, but I’m not looking for fame. I like my weekly show at Temptations. It’s enough for me. I like that I can come home at the end of the day and not be on the road all the time. I don’t have to worry about my social media presence. I actually like my job at the hotel. I don’t want to be a performer full time. It’s an exhausting life. And I don’t think it would make the kind of relationship I’m looking for any easier.”

      “What kind of relationship is that?”

      “Something quiet. Stable.” He nodded back in the direction of Lowell and Brent’s place. “Something like what our friends have.”

      “Yeah, they’re lucky.” There was a trace of melancholy in Ian’s voice.

      “They are,” Ricky agreed. His shoulder bumped against Ian’s, and they both slowed to a stop. Ricky turned to look at Ian, who was staring at him with such longing in his eyes that Ricky almost gasped aloud. Ricky scrambled to bring the conversation around to a more neutral topic again.

      “The other night, you commented on the pictures in my apartment.” Ian nodded and began walking again. “They were taken by my friend Reuben. He did drag under the name of Luci Fur. Luci was my drag mother.”

      “That’s someone who teaches you how to be a drag queen, right?”

      Ricky smiled. “You know your drag terms.”

      Ian blushed and looked away.

      “Yeah, she gave me guidance. Support. Tips on sewing and makeup, of course, but it was a lot more than that. She was family.”

      “Was?”

      “Yeah.” Ricky’s throat tightened, and it was a moment before he could speak. “Reuben died of a heart attack last year.”

      Ian reached out and squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you.” Ricky stared down at his shoes. There was still a hole in his life from missing Reuben and his warm, comforting presence. Despite the drag name of Luci Fur, Reuben had been anything but demonic. He’d been one of the kindest, sweetest human beings Ricky had ever known. The world was a much poorer place without him.

      Ian held out his arms. “Come here.”

      Ricky hesitated, then took a step forward and leaned in. Ian encircled Ricky in his arms, pulling their bodies snugly together. Ricky’s cheek rested on Ian’s firm chest, and he could feel the slow, steady thump of his heart, even through the layers of his clothing.

      “I lost somebody I cared about earlier this year too,” Ian said. He rested his cheek on Ricky’s head. “He was another swimmer. He was having some trouble with a particular stroke, and Coach asked him to come in early to train one morning. Andy had some kind of undiagnosed genetic heart abnormality, and he drowned. No one was there to save him. There’s always a lifeguard during team practices, but he wasn’t in yet. I was supposed to be there too, but I was running late, and Coach had to step away for a few minutes for a phone call. He told Andy to wait to get in the pool until he got back, but he didn’t. It was a fucking stupid move on Andy’s part to swim alone, and he should have known better. I’m still pissed at him for it.” Ian straightened with a sigh, but he didn’t let go of Ricky. If anything, he pulled him closer.

      “Oh, that’s awful,” Ricky murmured. He tilted his head back to look Ian in the face.

      “Yeah. He was my best friend. We hooked up for a while in high school and occasionally in college too. Nothing serious, and it had been a while since we’d done anything like that, but … I loved him, you know? Not in that way, but he was a huge part of my life.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Ricky reached out and stroked Ian’s cheek. “You must miss him.”

      “I do. He was such a good guy. The only person I could really talk to about anything and everything. I feel pretty lost without him.”

      “I understand that.” Ricky rested his head on Ian’s chest again. “I’ve lost a few people over the years too. One to drugs. Another to anorexia. My drag mother to a heart attack. No matter what causes it, it’s awful.”

      “Yeah, it is.” Ian kissed the top of his head. “My parents died in a car crash when I was sixteen, as well. With Andy gone, my brother Chase is really the only person I have left now.”

      “Oh, honey.” Ricky hugged him harder. So much loss for someone so young. No wonder Ian seemed like an old soul. He’d had too much to grieve far too early. It made Ricky want to squeeze him tight and never let go.

      “It gets lonely too. You start to push people away because you don’t want to risk letting anyone get close.”

      Ricky felt a jolt go through him at those words. Was that what he’d done too? He tried to remember the last time he’d dated anyone seriously. It was before Reuben died. Shit, was that it? Dating as a drag queen wasn’t easy, but maybe there was more to it. After Reuben’s death, Ricky had uninstalled all his dating apps and stopped going out to meet people. He’d given up completely.

      “I think I’ve been doing that too,” Ricky admitted. “I’d never put the pieces together before now, but you’re right. I haven’t allowed anyone to get close to me in a long time. I guess I’ve been scared.”

      Ian slid a hand under Ricky’s jacket and stroked his back through his sweater. “It seems like you’re letting me in a little.”

      Ricky smiled against his chest. “It seems so. You’re easy to talk to.”

      “You’re easy to talk to, as well. I don’t talk to many people about Andy. Or my parents.”

      “Tell me more about Andy. How did you meet?”

      “Swimming, of course,” Ian said. He rested his chin on Ricky’s head, and it sounded like he was smiling. “We started swimming together when we were twelve. He was funny. He liked to play pranks on everyone. He’d hide our goggles or our shoes or whatever in ridiculous places. Put lemons in our water bottles so we’d take a swig and pucker up. Tape sardines to the underside of a locker shelf so it reeked until you found it. Stupid little stuff like that. Harmless. Our coach was always yelling at him about it, but we all thought it was hilarious. Andy was never mean-spirited about it.”

      “He sounds like he was a fun guy.”

      “Yeah, he was. He was the first guy I ever kissed too. We figured out we liked guys together.”

      “He was gay too?”

      “Bi or maybe Pan. He didn’t like labels much. He did like to joke he was too much for any one gender to handle, so he had to spread it out.”

      Ricky smiled. “I’m bi too, actually.”

      “You are?”

      Ricky tilted his head to look at Ian. “Yeah. More into men, but I’ve been involved with a few women here and there. One of my former partners was trans.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. I like people. Some people I meet light that spark in me, and when they do, I don’t see any reason to worry about what parts they were born with or how they identify.”

      “That makes sense to me.” Ian sighed. “I wish my attraction to drag queens made as much sense in my head.”

      “You’re attracted to men who aren’t drag queens though, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. Definitely. It just adds a little something extra.” Ian traced his fingertip along the shell of Ricky’s ear, and Ricky shivered at the feather-light touch. “I know I botched the morning after, but that night we were together was amazing.”

      “It was,” Ricky agreed. “Although, I suppose you weren’t the only one who felt like it fucked with their head.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. It just felt different somehow.” Ricky burrowed against Ian again, and he squeezed tight. “You’re different than other men I’ve been with as Rosie, somehow.”

      “God, I wish I hadn’t fucked things up.” Ian sounded melancholy.

      Ricky squeezed Ian tighter. “Please stop beating yourself up over that on my account. You didn’t break me. I’m a lot stronger than that.”

      “I know.”

      “And despite what I said at the coffee shop, it’s clear we’re going to keep running into each other,” Ricky pointed out. Although, he could hardly blame this on Lowell. Ricky was the one who had agreed to go on a walk with Ian tonight. The one who’d quite happily let Ian put his arms around him. The one who had been standing here in a Chicago park, letting himself be held. The one who didn’t want to let Ian go.

      “So maybe we should do it on purpose this time.” Ian’s tone was casual, but there was nothing casual at all about the way his grip on Ricky tightened or the expression on his face as Ricky looked him in the eye again.

      “Maybe we should.” The words slipped from Ricky’s lips before he could stop them. There were ten thousand reasons why getting involved with Ian was a bad idea, but right then, Ricky couldn’t think of a single one.

      Ian leaned in a little, then hesitated. “Can I kiss you?”

      Ricky nodded, unable to say the word aloud but wanting it more than he could ever remember wanting to be kissed before. Ian’s nose was cold against Ricky’s cheek, but his mouth was warm. He let out a little hum of pleasure when Ricky parted his lips. There was nothing shy about the way his tongue teased Ricky's as he deepened the kiss. It was hungry, and Ricky shuddered, feeling the kiss all the way down to his toes. He’d never felt so wanted before. Ian cradled the back of Ricky’s head in his hand and let out a small sound of need. Ricky grasped his brown leather jacket in answer and pulled Ian closer.

      “Get a fucking room!” someone called, and Ricky jumped at the loud voice, jerking away from Ian. His heart thumped in his chest as he scanned to see who had yelled at them. He spotted three drunk people walking away from them, weaving on the sidewalk as they propped each other up. They were paying no attention to Ricky and Ian now, but adrenaline still surged through Ricky’s body, leaving him a little lightheaded.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Ian said, his voice soft. He rubbed Ricky’s back. “They weren’t really hassling us. Not for being gay anyway. They’re just drunk and obnoxious.”

      Ricky pressed his hand to his chest and took a few deep breaths. “Sorry, I … I’ve been in too many situations where that wasn’t the case. I’m always on edge when that happens.”

      Ian wrapped an arm around Ricky and pulled him closer. “I get it. You’re all right, though. I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. I promise.” He leaned in and kissed Ricky’s forehead. It was warm and comforting, and it brought his fear down a notch.

      Ricky was sure Ian meant that. And while Ian was a sweet guy, he had the build and strength to back up his words. It was oddly comforting. Ricky wasn’t used to feeling protected.

      “Can we walk back to our cars now?” Ricky’s teeth were chattering—though, he didn’t feel cold—and he was a little shaky now that the adrenaline had begun to wear off.

      “Of course.” Ian walked close to him the entire way back—a protective hand resting against Ricky’s back—and as Ricky’s heart finally slowed to normal and he felt the fear ebb away, he wasn’t sure if he was grateful or disappointed that the earlier kiss had been interrupted. It had been a hell of a kiss. Probably not a good choice but wonderful all the same.

      When they were back at Ricky’s car, he turned to look at Ian. “Thanks for walking me back. Where are you parked?”

      “I took the train. I’m just up in Lakeview East.”

      “I could give you a ride home. It’s on the way to Edgewater.” Not quite on the way but, at least, not completely out of the way.

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all.” Ricky opened the driver’s side door, and Ian went around to the other side. He shot Ricky a smile across the top of the car.

      “Thanks for giving me a lift. That’s nice of you.”

      “You’re a rich kid but you don’t own a car?” Ricky asked after he’d started the car. It would take a few minutes to warm up.

      Ian laughed. “I own one. I don’t drive it on a daily basis, though. The building I live in has underground spots, and I keep it there most of the time. I like to walk when I can.”

      “Oh. That is rich.” Anyone who could afford to pay for the upkeep of a car and an underground spot in Lakeview and not drive it on a regular basis probably had the kind of money Ricky had never even dreamed of having. Then again, what would he do with it? He liked his quiet life in Edgewater in the building with his friends. All that was missing was the guy to share it with. And money couldn’t buy that.

      “Yeah, family money.” Ian shrugged. “I inherited a boatload.”

      “Oh.” Ricky reached out to touch his thigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about that.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “So what do you drive? A Porsche like Lowell?” Ricky asked, both curious and desperately wanting to change the subject. There had been enough talk of death tonight.

      Ian chuckled. “No.”

      “Ferrari? Lamborghini?”

      “BMW.” Ian shot him a grin.

      “That’s kind of an old person car, isn’t it?”

      “Well, it did belong to my dad, but trust me, the Z4 Coupe is not an old person car.”

      Ricky shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it. I’m not that into cars. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t recognize it if one ran me down on Lakeshore Drive.”

      Ian laughed. “How about you don’t get run down by any car? That sounds like a better plan to me.”

      “I did get hit once,” Ricky mused as he cranked up the heat. “I was in a crosswalk, and someone decided they were ready to go before I was out of the way.”

      “Oh, my God. Were you hurt?”

      “A little scraped up but nothing bad. They just clipped me, and they weren’t going fast.” Ricky chuckled. “Just one of the hazards of living in this city, I guess.”

      “I don’t like the thought of you getting hurt.” Ian put a hand on Ricky’s thigh.

      “It’s not usually cars I have to worry about.” It’s guys like you. He glanced over at Ian, who frowned as if he’d heard Ricky’s thought.

      Ian lifted his hand and brushed Ricky’s hair off his forehead. The air in the car felt very close all of a sudden, and the outside world was very dim. Ian tilted his head as if he were going to kiss Ricky again but didn’t.

      “You’ll have to tell me how to get to your place,” Ricky said. His voice seemed loud in the confined space.

      “Sure.” Ian sat back and buckled his seatbelt. “Head north on Clark Street.”

      Ricky put the car in drive, then wracked his brain for a conversational topic that didn’t involve the kiss they’d had in the park. Or all the others he’d like to have. “So you mentioned your brother lived out of state. Where is he again?”

      “New York. He’s a thirty-year-old investment banker.” Ian let out a little snort. “We don’t have a lot in common.”

      “You said you’ll be seeing him at Christmas?”

      “Yeah, I usually fly in for three or four days.”

      “New York at Christmas. Sounds lovely.”

      “It is. Although sometimes winter storms cause problems.”

      “It’s amazing you ever make it out of Chicago that time of year.”

      “I had trouble getting back after the holidays last year because of a storm. We circled and circled at O’Hare before they diverted us.” Ian pointed. “Turn right here on Fullerton.”

      Ricky eased into the right lane.

      “And you’ll be turning left on Lakeview next.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m just a couple of minutes past where Lakeview becomes Sheridan, on the right,” Ian said.

      “Okay.”

      They were both quiet for a few minutes. “This is me.” Ian pointed at a massive brick building ahead that looked like it had originally been an old pre-war hotel. “You can just pull up at the curb here, and I’ll hop out. Or—” Ian hesitated.

      “Or what?” Ricky slowed to a stop at the curb and put the car in park. He turned to look at Ian.

      “You could come up for a drink.” His tone was hopeful.

      “Is that the best idea? You know what happened last time we had a drink together.” Ricky bit his lip.

      “I do.” There was heat in Ian’s gaze, but it was quickly banked. “But this time, it would be Ricky I’m having a drink with. Not Rosie.” Ian brushed Ricky’s hair off his forehead. “Please? I’m just not ready for tonight to be over yet. I want to get to know you better.”

      All Ricky had waiting for him at home was an empty apartment, a glass of wine, and a bunch of mindless TV to watch. He’d finished the gold sequin dress a few days ago, so he didn’t have a sewing project to work on. Irving was out of town, so he couldn’t even go hang out with his housemate.

      “Yeah, okay,” Ricky agreed. “Tell me where I should park.”

      Ian directed him to the underground lot, staffed by a twenty-four-hour valet team. He parked next to Ian’s BMW Z4 coupe. The low-slung sports car was a dark metallic graphite color and most definitely was not an old person’s car. Ricky didn’t have to know much about it to realize it was in a different price category than anything Ricky would ever consider owning. As he locked his sedan, he realized how out of place it looked among the dozens of luxury vehicles parked in the garage, despite being only two years old and in perfect condition. He patted his car, anyway. It was just right for him.

      As they walked through the modern, glitzy lobby, Ricky was aware he looked equally out of place. He was proud of who he was, but he was also very aware that there probably weren’t many Latino men living in this building. And probably even fewer drag queens.

      After a quick elevator ride up to the sixth floor, Ian stopped at the door in front of 602.

      “This is me,” Ian said as he unlocked the door. A short hallway led them into the living room and through a large open doorway; Ricky could see a dining room past that to the right.

      “Kitchen is straight ahead to the left,” Ian said. “Bedroom and bathroom are to the left as well. Make yourself at home.”

      Ian’s place was as spacious and well decorated as Ricky had expected. The living room had stylish but comfortable-looking furniture—a blend of contemporary and mid-century modern—which worked well with the buildings’ vintage bones. There was art on the white walls and a richly colored Persian-style area rug on the hardwood floor. “Did you decorate this yourself?” Ricky asked.

      “Yeah. It’s slowly coming together,” Ian said. “I moved in last year, and I think it’s just about the way I want it.”

      “It looks great,” Ricky said. It was sharper-edged and more masculine than Ricky’s place, but it still looked calm and restful.

      “Here, let me take your coat,” Ian said.

      Ricky reluctantly unwound the scarf from his neck. “Thanks for the loan.”

      “You’re welcome. Any time.” Their fingertips brushed as Ricky handed it over.

      “You said you’d been here since last year. How do you like living in this building?” Ricky asked as he shrugged out of his peacoat. “The location is great.”

      “The building’s not bad.” Ian shrugged and hung his coat up in the closet. “The location really is great. I’m close to the water, so I love that. There’s a great rooftop deck here with a view of Belmont Harbor.”

      “It’s close to Boystown too,” Ricky pointed out with a grin.

      “Yeah,” Ian grinned back. “That was a selling point.”

      Ricky chuckled. “I’m sure it was.”

      “You ready for that drink?”

      “Sure.”

      “White wine good?” Ian called back as he walked toward the dining room and turned left into the kitchen.

      “Please.”

      “Have a seat. Get comfortable. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Ricky smiled as he crossed the room to the wide charcoal-colored sofa. This felt an awful lot like the night he’d brought Ian back to his place, only they wouldn’t be forced into such close proximity. Unless they wanted to be. He hesitated before he took a seat more toward the middle. They’d kissed earlier. It would be so easy to get lost in the moment with Ian. To shift closer to him, to kiss him again and let their easy chemistry take over.

      Ricky was torn. He wanted it—God, did he want it—but he was trying so hard to be responsible. Because if he got involved with Ian and let this move forward, there was a good chance he’d be the one getting his heart broken. Ian had been very upfront about what he could offer Ricky and what he couldn’t. Ricky couldn’t blame him for putting his swimming career first.

      As Ian walked into the living room carrying two glasses of wine and his gaze landed on Ricky, his face lit up. Ricky’s resolve weakened. No one had ever looked at Ricky that way before.

      “Here you go.” Ian handed him one of the glasses filled with pale gold wine. It smelled heavenly.

      “Thank you.” Ricky took a sip, unsurprised to find it tasted every bit as good as it smelled. Though, not as good as Ian.

      “You don’t seem like most of the twenty-one-year-old gay men I know,” Ricky admitted.

      “Why. Because I live in a place like this?” Ian took a seat near him.

      “Well, most of them do have a couple of roommates in a place about a third this size,” Ricky admitted. “But, no, it’s not the money. It’s you.”

      Ian slouched against the armrest, and his knee brushed Ricky’s thigh as he got comfortable. Neither of them pulled away. “I’ve been swimming competitively since I was twelve. I had to be mature and responsible.”

      “Were your parents involved in your swimming?”

      “Yeah, definitely. They came to as many meets as they could. It wasn’t always easy. My mom was a lawyer, and my dad was a surgeon, but they tried hard to show up for me.” Ian shrugged. “But I still had to be the one to get my ass out of bed hours before the sun came up. When my friends in high school were off having fun, I was going to bed early so I could get up and train. I remember hearing stories about Lowell and his friends going into Boystown to party, but even if we’d been friends then, I couldn’t have gone with him.”

      Ricky nodded.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Ian said. “It’s not like I never go out to a bar in Boystown and grab a drink and go home with someone now. I’m not claiming I’m celibate or sober or anything. But there are so many people in my classes at school who are out three or four nights a week. Or more. They’re still up partying at the time I get out of bed to go to the pool. It’s just a very different experience. And I’ve been responsible like that for almost a decade. Compared to most people my age, I’m not …” He hesitated. “I’m not a lot of fun, I guess. I never had time to be.”

      Ricky laughed softly. “Maybe it depends on your definition of fun.”

      “Swimming has always come first,” Ian said. “I know I’ve got it easy compared to a lot of people competing at this level. I never have to worry about where the money’s coming from for my training or about lining up big sponsorship deals. But swimming’s my career, and I take that seriously.”

      “You can’t do that forever, though, right?” Ricky took another sip of his wine.

      “I have a few good years left,” Ian said with a grin. “But, no. I can’t. Is it horrible that I don’t know what I want to do after that, though?”

      “I don’t know very many people who have every step of their career planned out. And I think even fewer end up sticking to it exactly.”

      “What about you? Did you always want to be a hotel manager?”

      “Sort of. I knew I liked working with people, and hospitality was an easy choice. I started out as a bellhop and worked my way up. It was a good fit for me.”

      “It seems like it.”

      “When we were walking in the park, you said you’d thought about becoming a photographer. Is that your work?” Ricky nodded at a framed scene on the wall nearby.

      “Yeah.”

      It was of a storm coming up over Lake Michigan, with ominous skies and waves pounding the shore. It was so vivid and arresting, Ricky could almost feel the spray of the water against his skin. “Wow. It’s gorgeous.” He glanced over at Ian. “You can feel the power in the image.”

      “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “I can see—” Ricky’s words were cut off by a massive yawn. “Ugh. I’m sorry. I was up early, and I’m exhausted. I probably should head home. I don’t like to drive when I’m this tired.”

      He set his glass on the coffee table, but when he tried to stand, Ian gently grabbed his hand. “You really shouldn’t be on the road when you’re tired and you’ve been drinking.”

      Ricky gave Ian a small smile. “I only had a glass with dinner, hours ago, and half of this one. I’m fine to drive. I promise.”

      “I have a big comfy bed ...” Ian gave him this little grin that made Ricky’s heart flutter in his chest.

      “I’m sure you do. It’s probably best if I don’t stay, though.” But Ricky’s resolve was definitely weakening. Go out into the cold November night and drive home? Or slip into bed here and fall asleep in Ian’s arms? Ricky knew damn well which he’d prefer to do.

      “Um, I could sleep on the couch while you use my bed, if you want. It’s really comfortable, and I’ve crashed here plenty of times when I’ve been too lazy to drag my ass to the bedroom.” Ian let go of Ricky’s hand, and his face and tone were earnest. “I don’t want you to feel like I’m pressuring you, though. If you want to head home, I’ll walk you out.”

      Ricky patted his chest. “You’re sweet.”

      Ricky didn’t feel like Ian was pressuring him. His own internal war raged within him, however. In the end, it was Ian’s awareness of not wanting to pressure him, of letting go and allowing Ricky to make that choice for himself, that sealed the deal. Ricky had promised Reuben—and himself—that he wouldn’t settle for crumbs. That he’d get to know a man before he hopped into bed with him. He knew Ian might not be able to give him everything he wanted in a relationship, but Ian had shared big parts of himself with Ricky. He’d proven he cared, and he was trying to put Ricky first. It didn’t feel like settling.

      It felt like something new beginning.

      “I’ll stay,” Ricky agreed as he reached out and took Ian’s hand. “But there’s no need for you to sleep on the couch.”
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November 15, 2013 – Lakeview East, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      Ian stared at Ricky, shocked that he’d agreed to stay overnight and sleep in his bed. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” Jesus, why did he sound so hoarse, and why was his heart beating so fast now? It’s not as if Ricky had said he wanted to have sex again. Just sleep, Ian sternly reminded himself. Unless Ricky initiates something.

      Ian stood and tugged Ricky to his feet. “Come on.”

      Ian located a spare toothbrush and clean towels in the bathroom, then handed them to Ricky. “Do you want a shower?”

      “That would be nice.”

      “You can borrow something of mine to sleep in, if you want?” Ian offered. He generally slept naked, but if he wanted to be on his best behavior and not assume anything, he’d better not try that tonight.

      “Sure. A T-shirt and boxer briefs would be great.”

      “I’ll go grab them.” Ian’s heart pounded in his chest as he fetched both from the dresser. Ricky was brushing his teeth when he returned to the bathroom. He gave Ian a sweet smile around the toothbrush, and Ian left before he could do something stupid like suggest they shower together.

      Instead, while Ricky showered alone, Ian cleaned up the discarded wine glasses, emptied, and rinsed them in the kitchen sink. As he wiped down the counter, he realized he was just desperate for something to keep himself busy. Because the last thing he wanted to do was do something stupid and scare Ricky off.

      Ian finished up in the kitchen and had just double-checked that the apartment door was locked when he heard the shower turn off. He forced himself to walk slowly back to the bedroom, and as he passed by the bathroom, Ricky opened the door. A cloud of steam followed him, and his dark hair was shiny and slicked back. As Ian’s gaze traveled down, he had to swallow hard at the sight of Ricky in his gray T-shirt. It was baggy on him and hung off one shoulder. He somehow made it look sexy, and Ian resisted the urge to press his lips to Ricky’s bare skin.

      “I’m just going to, uh, grab a quick shower too,” Ian said. “Just, um, make yourself comfortable.”

      After a brief but efficient shower and brushing his teeth, Ian cursed when he realized he’d forgotten to bring in a change of clothing. He debated for a minute before wrapping the towel around his waist.

      Ricky was awake and lying in bed with his phone. His gaze flicked up to lock on Ian’s face. He parted his lips but nothing came out.

      “I’ll just ...” Ian fled into the closet. Why was this so nerve-wracking? He’d spent the night with Ricky before. Well, Rosie. Although, the last time they’d been drinking more, so maybe that was it? “Should have finished the wine,” Ian muttered under his breath as he changed into a tank and boxer briefs. Whether they went by Ricky or Rosie, the person in the other room definitely tied Ian in knots, and he didn’t see that changing any time soon. He took a deep breath before he stepped into the bedroom.

      “You don’t have to work tomorrow, right?” he asked as he slid in bed beside Ricky.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Okay. Just wanted to make sure you didn’t need me to set an alarm.”

      “No, but thanks.”

      Ian clicked off the light on the nightstand, and a moment later, the glow of Ricky’s phone disappeared, and he rolled away to set it on the nightstand. They lay there in silence in the dark for a few minutes. Ian could hear Ricky’s breathing, light and steady.

      “Do you, uh, want to cuddle?” Ian finally asked.

      “Sure.” Ricky’s voice was very soft. But a moment later, he scooted closer. Ian wrapped an arm around him and felt some of the weird tension dissipate. This was nice. Ricky fit perfectly in Ian’s arms.

      “I don't do this a lot,” Ian admitted.

      “Cuddle?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I like it, don't get me wrong. I just don’t have a lot of opportunities. More often, if I go home with a guy, I’ll head back to my apartment that night so I don’t have to worry about waking him up when I leave for practice. I didn’t mean to stay at your place the other night, actually. I just passed out, and when you got in bed, I was too tired to go home.”

      “I was glad you stayed.” Ricky stroked Ian’s chest. “You don't ever bring guys here?”

      “No.” Ian thought about it. “No, I guess not. I don't know why. Partly, it's the money thing. I’ve been kinda used before because of it, and it’s easier just to avoid it. My brother got burned really badly with that last year too, so ... I guess it’s just habit to keep people at arm’s length.”

      “You’re not worried about that with me?” The surprise was clear in Ricky’s voice.

      “You don’t seem like you care one way or another.”

      “I don't.” Ricky continued to make little patterns across Ian's chest with his fingertips. “Financially, I have everything I need. I’m perfectly content with my apartment and my car and working for the hotel. Doing drag shows. It’s exactly what makes me happy. I don't need Rosie’s rhinestones to be diamonds.”

      Ian chuckled. He wondered what Ricky would think of his mother’s jewelry. His mom would have liked Ricky. She might have been a little confused by why her son liked drag queens, but she would have liked Ricky as a person. Ian had no doubt of that.

      “I’ve noticed you don't seem to care about my ethnicity,” Ricky said a moment later.

      Ian considered the idea. “Should I?”

      “No. Some guys do, though.”

      “I like you,” Ian said. “I only care about it to the extent that it made you who you are now. I don't care what anyone thinks of it or us otherwise.”

      “Us?” Ricky pulled away and propped himself up on one elbow. The curtains were partially open, and Ian could see enough of Ricky’s face to know he had a little furrow on his brow.

      “Shit.” Ian sighed. “I don’t know. I know you said you didn't want to get involved, but man, this feels good.”

      Ricky gave him a half-smile. “Yeah, it does.”

      “And I like you. I mean, I'm attracted to you, yeah, but I just plain like you as a human being. You're easy for me to be around. It just feels effortless, you know? That doesn’t happen to me much.”

      “It doesn't happen to me much, either.” Ricky leaned down and pressed a kiss to Ian’s chest. Ian ran his hand along Ricky’s back in response.

      “I wish I could promise you I could be totally out about things if we dated.”

      “I wish you could too.” Ricky sounded a little melancholy. “Maybe I shouldn’t worry about it so much, though.”

      “I really don't want to hurt you.”

      “What if there was some way to make it work?” Ricky rested his chin on Ian’s chest.

      “How?” He sifted his fingers through Ricky’s hair. It had started to dry, and it was soft and silky under his fingertips.

      “You obviously aren’t afraid to be seen with me in public. You kissed me in the middle of a public park tonight.”

      “It wasn’t exactly crowded, but yeah, I don't worry about that kind of thing,” Ian said. “I’d kiss you in the middle of Millennium Park or in front of my teammates. I’m totally out about being gay.”

      “It’s just Rosie who’s the problem then?”

      Ian winced. “There are definitely people in my life who’d have a huge issue with it, especially my Coach. And my brother’s very concerned about my image. But honestly, would anyone easily connect who you are as Ricky to your persona of Rosie?”

      “Other than the people who know me personally? Not really. I’m not in the public eye the way some queens are.”

      “So maybe we can just keep my swimming and your drag separate for now,” Ian said.

      “Wouldn’t that be risky?”

      “As long as we’re careful, it’ll be fine,” Ian said confidently. “Because I like you way too much to give up before we even give it a try.”

      “I like you too,” Ricky said. Another yawn escaped him.

      “We can talk more about it at some point,” Ian promised. “You should get some sleep.”

      “Goodnight.” Ricky lay his head on Ian’s chest again.

      “Night.”

      Ian kissed the top of Ricky’s head, his heart soaring. Finally. They were on the same page about something.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Ricky flipped onto his other side, facing away from Ian. He let out a little sigh.

      “Can’t sleep?” Ian asked, he spooned against Ricky’s back, curving his body around him as he wrapped an arm around his waist.

      “No. I’m not sure why, either. I was so sleepy, but now my mind won’t stop going.”

      “It’s okay,” Ian assured him. He wasn’t that tired, either.

      “I’m sorry I’m keeping you up. Why don’t I go out on the couch?”

      Ian tightened his grip on Ricky a little. “Please don’t. I’d rather stay up with you.”

      “Don’t you have practice early tomorrow morning?” Ricky asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t care. My mind’s been going non-stop too,” he admitted. “I don’t think I could fall asleep if I tried, whether we’re in bed together or not.”

      “What’s keeping you up?”

      “Honestly, thinking about you.” Being this close to Ricky was driving him nuts.

      “What kind of things are you thinking about?” Ricky’s voice was soft.

      “Kissing you.” Ian slid his palm up and down Ricky’s stomach. “Touching you again.”

      “I’m thinking about it too.”

      Ian went very still as Ricky flipped over to face him. He pressed a light kiss to Ian’s lips, but Ian immediately parted them to let him explore deeper.

      “Fuck, I’ve been wanting to do that since we got interrupted at the park,” Ian whispered after he drew back.

      “Me too.”

      As they made out for a while, Ian slid his hand underneath the baggy shirt, exploring the soft skin of Ricky’s back with his palms. Ricky lifted his leg and slid it over Ian’s, winding them together.

      Ian shifted a little, feeling the discomfort of his bent cock trapped behind the stretchy fabric. “Excuse me, I ...” He adjusted himself so his cock lay a little more comfortably against his abdomen.

      “Just from kissing me?” Ricky almost sounded shy.

      Ian chuckled. “I don’t think I could ever call a kiss with you ‘just’ anything.”

      Ricky stroked Ian’s dick through the fabric. Lightly at first, just using the tips of his fingers. “Mmm,” Ian said as he closed his eyes. “That feels good.”

      “I didn’t have a chance to do this the other night,” Ricky whispered. “I wanted to, though.” He slipped a hand under Ian’s boxer briefs, his skin warm against Ian’s cock as he began to stroke.

      “I’ve been thinking about nothing but being with you since that night,” Ian said. “You have no idea how much I want you.”

      “I can feel how much you want me.” Ricky tightened his grip a little, and his teasing strokes left Ian panting. “Take the underwear off.”

      Ian rolled onto his back and lifted his hips. Ricky helped work the stretchy fabric down his legs, and he kicked the briefs off. Ricky slithered down his body.

      “You’re not just doing this so I’ll fall asleep, are you?” Ian asked, stroking Ricky’s hair.

      “No.” Ricky pushed Ian’s tank up to his chest, then placed a kiss on Ian’s hipbone. He sounded like he was smiling. “I’m doing this because I want to.”

      Ricky engulfed his cock and swallowed it down in one fluid motion.

      “Oh, fuck,” Ian said. Ricky pulled off but only long enough to slide up and then back down. “If you keep that up, I’m not going to last long at all,” he said breathlessly.

      The vibrations of Ricky’s answering chuckle sent another surge of pleasure through Ian, and he tightened his grip on Ricky’s head. He was suddenly glad the room was dim enough that he couldn’t clearly see what Ricky was doing. If he could, he’d blow in a minute. As it was, Ricky’s long, steady strokes quickly brought Ian to the edge, and when he reached up to play with Ian’s balls, Ian lost it completely.

      “Ricky!” Colors swam behind Ian’s eyes as he emptied into Ricky’s mouth. “Jesus, I ...” he whimpered and screwed his eyes up tight as he panted and shook with every teasing swirl of Ricky’s tongue, the orgasm seeming to stretch on and on until Ian couldn’t stand another second.

      “Too much,” he muttered, gently pushing at Ricky’s shoulder.

      But Ricky was in no hurry, and he slowly slid off with one final, teasing flick of his tongue across the tip that made Ian convulse.

      “Jesus Christ.” Ian pulled Ricky up by the shoulders until Ricky was draped over his body. He kissed him hard, delving his tongue inside Ricky’s mouth. He liked the taste of himself on Ricky’s tongue.

      “You tasted good,” Ricky whispered when he pulled back.

      “My turn to taste you,” Ian said, as he wrapped his arms around Ricky and rolled over. Ricky squealed as he flipped him onto his back, but he parted his legs and let Ian settle between them. “You look really hot in my shirt, but I want it off now,” Ian said.

      He slid back so Ricky could sit up and slip the fabric off, and when he did, Ian stripped him of the underwear too. There, now he was naked in Ian’s bed. Perfect. Just like Ian had been imagining.

      Ian slithered down the bed and took Ricky’s cock into his fist. For being a fairly small, slender guy, Ricky’s cock was impressive. Ian licked a stripe up one side and down the other.

      “Mmm, Ian.” Ricky caressed Ian’s cheek.

      Ian pulled up every cock-sucking technique he could think of, from teasing the slit with his tongue to sucking him hard and deep until Ricky writhed under him and grabbed at the sheets.

      Ian released his cock but only to move down far enough to lick at Ricky’s balls for a while. Tonguing them until he moaned breathlessly. He wet a finger and teased Ricky’s opening before sliding it in to the second knuckle. When Ricky’s hips began to rise up off the mattress, seeking more, Ian slid Ricky’s cock into his mouth again and sucked hard.

      Ricky buried his hands in Ian’s hair and gasped, coming with a soft, pained-sounding cry.

      “Ian. Oh, God, Ian.”

      It sent a surge of pleasure through Ian to hear Ricky calling his name, and he drank all of Ricky’s cum, swirling his tongue over the head to capture every last drop.

      When he was done, Ricky was still shaking a little, and Ian gathered him close and kissed him. They kissed again and again until Ricky finally drew back with a contented little sigh. “That was ...”

      “Mmhmm. I’m really glad we got to do this again.” Ian brushed his nose against Ricky’s.

      “Me too.” Ricky sounded like he was smiling.

      Ian kissed Ricky’s lips one more time, closed his eyes, and was out like a light.
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        NOVEMBER 16, 2013

      

      

      “Hey, I’ve gotta leave for practice in a few,” Ian whispered. He’d dragged it out as long as possible, but he really needed to get going.

      “Ugh, why do you have to get up so early?” Ricky buried his face in the pillow. “This is inhumane.”

      “You don’t have to get up,” Ian said. He rubbed Ricky’s back.

      “No, it’s okay.” Ricky rolled on his back and yawned. “Human beings should not be forced to get up so early,” he muttered. “But if you give me a minute to wake up, I’ll head out.”

      “I didn’t wake you up to kick you out. I just wanted you to know I’d left. You can stay here and sleep in. I’ll be back before noon.”

      “No, I should go home,” Ricky protested. He stretched, yawning again.

      “But I like the thought of you in my bed.” Ian crawled onto the bed and gently pushed Ricky down into the soft covers. “Naked, hard, and waiting for me.”

      Ricky wiggled his hips, hard already. Ian loved that he had that effect on him.

      “Tempting,” Ricky teased.

      “I want you to stay.” Ian kissed him again. “Please?”

      “But I might get hungry.”

      “Raid my fridge. Order delivery. I don’t care.”

      “I’d still have to get out of bed.” Ricky smiled. “Which I’ll probably have to do anyway so I can use your bathroom.”

      “You’re allowed out of bed for food and bathroom breaks. But that’s it. I expect to find you in my bed when I get back,” Ian said. He was clearly trying to be stern, but he couldn’t stop the corners of his mouth from lifting.

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Ricky sketched a very poor salute. “Have a good practice.”

      “You’ll be here when I get back?”

      “I’ll be here. I promise.”

      “Good.” Ian leaned down and kissed him hard. “See you later.”

      Ian flipped off the light in the hallway, grabbed his gear bag, and headed out for his morning swim. Happier than he had been in a very long time.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you whistling?” Bryce squinted at Ian as he tied his shoes. “It’s too fucking early for that shit.”

      “What can I say?” Ian said. “I had a great night last night.”

      “Work stuff out with your man?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Good. I’m happy for you. Can you just be happy about it a little more quietly at this hour?” Bryce squinted at him.

      “No promises. How are things going with Katie?” Ian asked.

      “Nowhere fast. She’s worried about us getting in trouble so ...”

      “That sucks.”

      “Sure does. Sometimes, I think it would be easier to be gay.”

      “You coming out to me, Burgess?” Ian joked.

      “Fuck, no. It just seems easier. Less emotional bullshit than with women, you know? Less complicated.”

      Ian scoffed. Right. Like things with Ricky weren’t emotional. Or complicated. “Sure,” he agreed. Not wanting to get into an argument about all of the reasons that statement was a bunch of sexist bullshit. Or get into why things were very, very complicated with Ricky.

      Ian was half-afraid he’d get home and find Ricky gone. With a note that said, “I’m sorry, I can’t do this.” Not that he’d blame Ricky. He hadn’t exactly promised him much.

      Bryce was afraid Coach would be unhappy about his involvement with a teammate. But while Coach would be worrying that Bryce and Katie’s relationship would hurt the team, he’d actively hate Ricky. Look down on him. It would be a much more personal rejection. Ian was taking a risk here. But if Ricky was willing to make the leap, so was Ian.

      Ian slammed his locker shut, then twisted the dial on the combination lock. “You ready, Burgess?”

      “Yup.”

      The faster Ian got through his dryland work out and swim training this morning, the faster he could get back home to Ricky.
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November 16, 2013 – Lakeview East, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      After the apartment door closed behind Ian, Ricky got up and padded into the bathroom. His bladder was very full.

      When he was done, he washed his hands and squinted at himself in the mirror. His hair was sticking up in every direction from Ian running his fingers through it while it was wet, and there was a ridiculous, contented smile on his face. He didn’t want to be all moon-eyed and smitten over Ian but he was.

      From the moment they’d reconnected at Lowell’s last night, Ian had been nothing but sweet and attentive. While Ricky didn’t think for a minute that any future he and Ian might have together would be easy, he felt a little thrill of hope that maybe there was a chance. Maybe Ian could figure out a way to pursue his dreams while being openly involved with a drag queen. Ricky padded back to the bedroom, still very sleepy.

      He pulled the curtains all the way closed, then slid into bed again. It was still warm from his body heat, and he snuggled in, breathing in Ian’s scent.

      Ricky closed his eyes, figuring he’d sleep for an hour or two and was out before he could think about anything else.

      “Hey you.” Ricky felt the soft rub of someone’s nose against his own, and he smiled before he opened his eyes.

      “Oh, hey.” Ricky blinked his eyes open, shocked to see Ian. “You’re back already?”

      “It’s after eleven.”

      Ricky glanced at the clock in disbelief. “God, I can’t remember the last time I stayed in bed so late.”

      Ian crawled over him and pressed him down onto the sheets. “I’m glad you stayed.”

      Ricky yawned. “I didn’t plan to.”

      “You were going to just walk out?” Ian sounded hurt.

      Ricky combed his fingers through Ian’s damp hair. He smelled faintly of chlorine, though it was clear he’d showered. “No, I was going to get out of bed, though. Do ... something useful today.” Though finding something useful to do at Ian’s was debatable.

      “I like that I found you right where I left you.” Ian leaned in to kiss him, and Ricky sighed against his mouth.

      “It’s a nice way to wake up,” Ricky admitted as Ian drew back. “Though, I’m sure I look a wreck.”

      Ian shook his head. “You look perfect.”

      Ricky traced the faint lines around Ian’s eyes from the goggles he’d worn. “I think you might need glasses rather than goggles.”

      “Twenty-twenty vision,” Ian protested. “And you look amazing.”

      Ricky sighed. “If you keep this up, I might just have to keep you around.”

      “Then I’ll definitely keep it up.” Ian kissed him again. “God, seriously, I love seeing you in my bed.”

      Ricky rubbed his hips against Ian’s. They were both hard. “Yeah, I can tell.”

      “I spent all of practice thinking about coming back and finding you here. It was very distracting. My times were shit.” He didn’t sound like he cared at all. “I got yelled at today.”

      “If you were this hard, it’s amazing you were able to swim at all,” Ricky said teasingly. “That would create a lot of drag. And not the kind I do.”

      They both snickered. Ian leaned down to kiss him. It was slow and lazy at first, but when Ricky wound his leg around Ian’s hip and moaned against his mouth, Ian sat up. “I want to see you naked.”

      “Only if I get to see you,” Ricky teased.

      Ian hopped off the bed and tore his shirt off, flinging it across the room. He had his pants unbuttoned almost before the shirt ever hit the ground, and in a flash, he was naked. He dove for the bed, making Ricky laugh. He held up a hand. “Whoa, let me actually look at you.”

      Ian flopped onto his back and spread his arms wide. Ricky’s breath caught in his throat as his gaze traveled down the length of Ian’s body. Gorgeous face, broad shoulders, ropey muscles in his arms, chiseled pecs and abs, carved hipbones, and a towering erection.

      “Gracias, Madre María,” Ricky muttered under his breath.

      Ian propped his head on his hands and grinned. “Your turn.”

      Feeling shy—because who wouldn’t after looking at someone like Ian?—Ricky peeled the covers back and knelt, tilting his head in a coy pose.

      “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” Ian said, exhaling. “You ... wow.” The last part came out as a sigh, and the starry-eyed gaze he gave Ricky made him feel gorgeous.

      Ricky glanced down the length of his body. Though he wasn’t chiseled like Ian, his body was sleek and toned. Dance had always been his preferred exercise, and it kept his muscles supple and lean without adding unnecessary bulk. And he’d never been ashamed of his cock size.

      Now, he took it in his hand, watching Ian’s reaction as he slowly stroked. Ian’s eyes went wide and his mouth parted. “I really should have turned the lights on last night,” he whispered.

      “Come here,” Ricky coaxed. “You’re too far away.” He didn’t care about a missed opportunity last night when they could enjoy the now.

      Ian settled on top of him, pushing him down into the mattress again, his midsection pressing on Ricky’s cock in a way that was almost painfully pleasurable. Ian kissed Ricky, sliding his tongue between his lips and teasing.

      “I’m going to kiss every single inch of you,” he said against Ricky’s lips when he drew back.

      “Every inch?” Ricky asked, feeling a little breathless.

      “Every. Fucking. Inch.”

      Ian was true to his word too. He began at Ricky’s lips before exploring Ricky’s face, pressing feather-light kisses across it. He used his teeth a little as he explored Ricky’s neck and made him moan. And then he moved across Ricky’s shoulders and down his arms before sucking each finger into his mouth. He moved back up again, lingering on the ticklish spot at the soft place where Ricky’s forearm met his bicep. Ricky’s head swam as Ian leisurely explored Ricky’s pecs and used his teeth again as he teased his nipples into hard little peaks.

      And then down Ricky’s stomach and across his hips. Ian playfully bit at Ricky’s inner thighs and worked his way down over the top of his knees and across his shins before kissing the top of his foot. He explored each leg unhurriedly before doing the other, and Ricky’s cock strained for the ceiling, hard and leaking at the tip, desperate for attention.

      But when Ricky lifted his hips and offered his cock to Ian, he merely smiled. With a suddenness that made Ricky blink, Ian flipped him onto his stomach and settled his body over top. He took the same thorough route all over again on Ricky’s other side, moving from his arms to his back, to his legs, before playfully biting Ricky’s ass. Ricky squirmed and squealed and tried to buck Ian off until he found himself flipped over again. Ricky laughed, not used to being manhandled like this, but he wasn’t complaining. At all. He looked up into Ian’s happy face, and he laughed again because he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun having sex.

      And then Ian’s hand was on Ricky’s weeping cock, and Ricky’s eyes rolled back in his head a moment later at the feeling of a warm, wet mouth covering the tip. Ian slid down slowly, his gaze never leaving Ricky’s. There was a question in them, as if he were seeking reassurance, and Ricky stroked his cheekbone with his thumb in answer. Ian closed his eyes as he worshiped Ricky’s cock, teasing Ricky until he let out a gasping sob and shuddered underneath him. Ricky was granted a temporary reprieve as Ian slowly slid off, but almost immediately after, he went to work on Ricky’s balls, sucking them into his mouth and laving at them with his tongue. Ricky’s head spun. He’d never had someone spend so much time on him. He didn’t know if he wanted to beg Ian to stop or beg him never to stop.

      His entire body shook as Ian slid up his body to kiss him again. Neither of them laughed now. The air felt heavy with need, and Ricky shifted restlessly beneath Ian’s big body.

      “Can I fuck you?” Ian whispered.

      “Yes.” Ricky moaned and opened his thighs. “Please. I need to feel you in me again.”

      Ian reached out and plucked the lube from the nightstand.

      “I’ve been thinking about it since that night. The way you felt around my dick,” Ian said as he coated his finger. He eased it inside Ricky, and Ricky clenched around him, remembering how thick his cock was.

      “More,” he pleaded.

      Ian slid out, then pushed two fingers in. “Like that?”

      “No. Your cock.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.” Ricky was breathless. “I’ve been thinking about it too,” he admitted as Ian sat back and covered his length with a condom and lube.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Ricky clutched at the sheets as Ian pushed inside, slowly. So slowly but it burned a little, and he had to close his eyes and concentrate on relaxing. God, it was good.

      “This is better than last time, though,” Ian said. His voice sounded a little strained. “I can kiss you.” He leaned down and pressed his lips to Ricky’s. For a few minutes, Ian rocked gently in and out of him, staring down at Ricky and giving him occasional soft kisses

      “Mmm. Please, baby, give me more,” Ricky pleaded. He clutched at Ian’s back, digging his blunt nails in.

      Ian pushed a little deeper. “Like that?”

      “Yesss.” Ricky rocked his hips, fucking himself on Ian’s dick.

      Ian propped himself up on one arm, then reached between their bodies to stroke Ricky’s cock.

      “I liked when you did that the other night,” Ricky said, shaking under him.

      “Do you know what a mind-fuck it was to be buried inside a beautiful body like Rosie’s and reach around to grasp a cock like yours, Ricky?” Ian asked. His voice sounded throaty and thick. “It was so hot. It made me come even harder. God, you have no idea what you do to me.” He shoved deeper into Ricky and swiped his thumb across the head of Ricky’s cock.

      Ricky wanted to answer but pleasure barreled through him and turned his words into a strangled scream. He came with a cry as cum shot out, splashing Ian’s chest and dotting Ricky’s chin. Ian stroked him through the climax, but he was shaking too. The moment the spurts slowed, he grabbed Ricky’s hip and hoisted his leg over his shoulder. He drove in, and Ricky cried out again. So deep. A few heartbeats later, Ian let out a groan that reverberated through Ricky’s entire body as Ian emptied into the condom. Ian’s face was contorted into a mask of pleasurable agony, and Ricky clutched him tight until the tremors faded.

      Ian lowered Ricky’s leg and collapsed on top of him. “Holy Jesus,” he muttered.

      Ricky laughed and rubbed his fingertips against Ian’s scalp. “Mmhmm.”

      “That was ...” He let out an inarticulate noise and buried his head against Ricky’s neck.

      “It was.”

      They lay there silently for a few minutes, but there was nothing awkward or uncomfortable about it. Ricky didn’t even mind that Ian was crushing him and making it a little tough to breathe, although he might care eventually. Once he had the energy.

      After they recovered, Ian propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at Ricky again. “Can we just stay here and do that?”

      “For how long?” Ricky asked, amused. Though, the idea was very tempting.

      “Forever?”

      “I don’t think so,” Ricky said with a smile. “But it does sound nice.”

      “Nice?” Ian scoffed. “That wasn’t nice. That was amazing.” Ian frowned at him. “Or at least, it was for me.” His brow furrowed with worry.

      “Oh, it was for me too,” Ricky assured him.

      “Because if there’s something you want me to do—”

      “Baby, it was perfect,” Ricky said. He ran his fingers through Ian’s hair, feeling the dangerous fuzziness of affection and great sex mingling together. If Ian kept this up, Ricky would never leave. “Trust me. I don’t usually shoot all the way up to my chest.” He glanced down at the glaze coating his skin.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty covered in it too.” Ian pulled back, and Ricky made a face at the stickiness covering their bodies.

      “Totally worth it,” Ricky said.

      “Good. Because your ass feels amazing around my dick.” Ian flexed his hips and pushed into Ricky again.

      Ricky moaned as every nerve in his body woke up. “Are you hard again?” he asked breathlessly. He was a little sore and a lot sensitive, but he wasn’t complaining.

      “I don’t think I ever went fully soft.” Ian leaned down and kissed him. “I should probably put on a new condom if I want to fuck you again, though.”

      “Are you trying to kill me?” Ricky asked as Ian carefully pulled out.

      Ian grinned and winked before he tossed the used condom in the trash. “No. That would spoil our fun.”

      Ricky grinned back.

      After the new condom was on and Ian was deep inside of him again, Ian looked down at him. “Want to ride me? I bet you’d look gorgeous that way.”

      “Well, how can I refuse when you butter me up like that?” Ricky teased.

      He squealed when Ian grabbed him and rolled, but they remained joined. “Mmm. I like being able to throw you around like that.”

      “I like being thrown around.” Ricky rubbed against Ian’s smooth chest and laughed softly. “Do you realize we don't have a single hair below the neck between the two of us?”

      Ian laughed. “True. Who knew swimmers and drag queens had so much in common?”

      “I’m not very hairy to begin with.”

      “I was,” Ian admitted. “I got sick of shaving before meets so I got it lasered off.”

      “But that’s permanent. It won’t grow back after you’re done swimming, right?”

      Ian shrugged. “It was easier. And I don’t really mind it.”

      “Maybe I should do that. I get waxed, and it’s painful.”

      “Why are we talking about body hair when we could be fucking?” Ian asked.

      Ricky sat upright and rocked his hips, lifting and lowering over Ian’s cock. “Fucking like this?”

      Ian’s breath caught, and he settled his hands on Ricky’s hips. “Yeah, just like that.”

      Ricky maintained eye contact as long as he could but after a while, he closed his eyes and threw back his head, focusing on the feel of Ian’s thickness within him and his large hands stroking up and down Ricky’s torso. Ian tweaked Ricky’s nipples and stroked his cock until Ricky was nearly sobbing, and he could hardly maintain any kind of rhythm.

      When Ricky reached back to gently stroke and tug at Ian’s balls, Ian’s mouth opened in a silent scream as he shuddered under Ricky. It only took a few strokes of Ricky’s hand to make himself come too. This orgasm had less volume than the last one as it spattered across Ian’s abs, but it was even more intense. Ricky’s head swam, everything going a little fuzzy on the edges of his vision.

      “I’m either having a stroke or I’m lightheaded from lack of food,” Ricky said as he collapsed on Ian’s sweaty chest. He lay there breathing heavily.

      “Oh, shit. You want me to get you something to eat?” Ian sounded worried.

      Ricky laughed and sat up. “No.” He wasn’t that lightheaded. “I’ll be fine.” He gently lifted off Ian and shifted to the side. Shit, I’m going to feel that tomorrow. “I should shower, though.”

      “Nope.” Ian shook his head. He tore off the condom and tossed it in the trash with the first, then sprawled with his head in Ricky’s lap, pinning him down. “You’re staying in bed. With food or without. If you want food, I’ll bring it to you.”

      “Awfully demanding, aren’t you?” Ricky said with a laugh. He combed his fingers through Ian’s hair again.

      “Horribly. So what’ll it be?”

      Ricky squinted down at him. “Depends. Are you open to negotiation?”

      Ian squinted back. “Name your terms.”

      “You figure out the food situation while I shower. We reconvene back in bed.”

      After a long, thoughtful pause, Ian nodded. “Those terms are acceptable. But no making a mad dash for it while I’m distracted. I’m not above hiding your clothes to keep you here.”

      Ricky put a hand on his cheek and gave Ian a wide-eyed, shocked look. “How dastardly. I can see I’ll never escape your wicked clutches.”

      “Mwahaha.” Ian let out a cartoon villain laugh. “My evil plan is working.”

      “So evil,” Ricky agreed. “I mean, allowing me to sleep in, giving me a couple of orgasms, promising to make me breakfast—well, lunch—in bed.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to tolerate this terrible treatment.”

      “It’s best to just resign yourself to your fate.”

      “I can see that.” Ricky bent down and brushed his lips across Ian’s. When he straightened, Ian sat up and turned to face Ricky.

      “I mean it, I want you to stay.”

      Ricky reached up to touch Ian’s face. “I will. Now, let me up long enough to shower, and I promise I’ll meet you back in here.”

      “No clothes,” Ian said sternly.

      “No clothes,” Ricky agreed, trying to suppress a smile.

      After Ricky showered in Ian’s massive glass-walled shower, he walked in the bedroom to find Ian sprawled out on the bed with a tray of food nearby. “Well, a boy could get used to this,” he said with a contented little sigh.

      “I wouldn’t mind it if you did.” Ian patted the bed beside him.

      “I don’t think I would, either,” Ricky admitted. He leaned in and kissed Ian. He sure as hell hoped Ian was right about them being able to keep Ian’s swimming and Ricky’s drag away from each other. Because Ricky was tumbling head over heels into something very, very dangerous for his heart.

      And as Ian fed him a piece of cheese, Ricky sighed happily and decided it was worth the risk.
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        * * *

      

      They spent the rest of the afternoon lazing around in bed. After they had sex a third time, Ricky begged for a break. “You are going to kill me. I’m sorry. I’m not a twenty-one-year-old Olympic-caliber athlete. I need recovery time.”

      Ian gave him a lopsided grin. “We’ll have to work on your stamina.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a terrible training regimen,” Ricky admitted.

      “No?”

      “No, I think I could probably talk myself into that. I respond much better to orgasms than shiny pieces of metal.”

      “Hmm, there’s a thought.” Ian pillowed his head on his hands. “I wonder how I’d do if they started giving out blowjobs instead of gold medals.”

      “It seems like a pretty good incentive to me,” Ricky said.

      “Yeah, I’m liking that idea.” Ian grinned at him. “How would you feel about helping with my training?”

      “I thought we weren’t mixing your swimming with ... me.”

      “Well, just your drag. I’m certainly not worried about anyone knowing we’re together otherwise.”

      Together. Ricky swooned a little at that thought.

      “But I didn’t mean having you come in for training,” Ian continued. “You don’t seem like a morning person.”

      “Not that hour,” Ricky said. “Mother of God. That’s not a time a human being should be awake.”

      “So, if I can’t convince you to come to the pool and reward me with a blow job at the end, I guess we’ll have to figure something out.”

      “You don’t seem to have any trouble finding the motivation to work out,” Ricky said with a laugh. “This seems like you’re taking advantage of the situation.”

      “What about if it’s only when I beat my training times? Or after a meet?”

      “Do you have any meets coming up soon?” Ricky asked.

      “Next weekend, actually,” Ian said.

      “There are different events, right?”

      “Yes. I’m swimming the 100-yard back individual, 200-yard all-freestyle, and the 200-yard medley relay.”

      Ricky didn’t have a clue what most of those things meant. But it sounded impressive. “If you meet your goal or exceed it, I’ll give you a blow job.”

      Ian frowned. “So if I don’t, you won’t give me one? Shit, I think I made a bad choice.”

      Ricky laughed. “Those were your rules, baby.”

      “I’ve clearly made a terrible mistake.”

      “Guess you’ll just have to do well,” Ricky said with a little shrug.

      “Guess I will.”

      They laid there quietly for a while, and Ricky half-dozed in Ian’s arms, enjoying the cozy feeling of being held.

      “Do you want to watch a movie?” Ian asked eventually.

      “Sure,” Ricky said sleepily. He had to sit up to let Ian grab the remote, but he settled back with his head on Ian’s chest immediately after. Ian squeezed him tight and let out a contented little sigh that went straight to Ricky’s heart.

      “What do you want to watch?” Ian asked.

      “I’m not fussy.” Ricky was only half paying attention as Ian scrolled through various options, but the cover of one movie caught his eye.

      “Wait, stop there!”

      Ian paused.

      “I love The Philadelphia Story so much,” Ricky said with a little sigh. “Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn. I swoon every time.”

      Ian squinted at it. “I don’t think I’ve seen that one.”

      “You said that like you’re shocked.”

      He shrugged. “I like old movies.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. It was all so glamorous,” Ian said. “The men in tuxes and the women in fancy gowns ...”

      Ricky craned his neck to look at him. “Your drag tastes are starting to make sense.”

      Ian gave him a lopsided grin. “I never thought about that.” He trailed his finger down Ricky’s shoulder. “You look gorgeous in a dress, and I’m sure you’d be equally amazing in a tux. I like that you’re both.”

      Ricky leaned in to kiss him. “I like that you like that I’m both.”

      Ian pressed play, then tossed the remote on the bed beside them.

      They got comfy while the opening credits began. Ian propped his head up with a few pillows, and Ricky curled around him, then pulled the covers over them both. Lazing around like this felt so decadent. Ricky rarely lingered in bed. There was always work or getting ready for a drag show or working on music or ... Ricky winced, wondering if he’d packed his life so full to try to fill in the holes of what he was missing with a relationship. The thought made him sad.

      He burrowed closer to Ian, who hugged him tight again, and Ricky felt another little pulse of happiness go through him. This was right. Sure, it was risky for Ian’s career, and Ricky was a little scared that something would go terribly wrong. But he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so happy with anyone.

      Ian laughed when Katherine Hepburn delivered one of her character’s famous zingers, and Ricky smiled, relaxing against him. This felt right, and he was going to enjoy it as long as he possibly could.
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      Ian changed his outfit four times before he finally settled on a chambray shirt and brown jeans. He hesitated before putting on his father’s watch. He’d never worn it before, but it felt like it would be good luck. He didn’t know why he was so anxious about the party Ricky was throwing, but his stomach was in knots by the time he arrived at Ricky’s place, and he fiddled with the watch.

      Ricky answered the door with a smile on his face. “Hey there, handsome.”

      “Hi. Do I look okay?” Ian frowned as he shrugged out of his leather jacket. “I wasn’t sure what to wear.”

      Ricky hung it on the hook near the door, then stretched up for a kiss. “You look great.”

      “It’s surprisingly stressful trying to decide what to wear to meet your boyfriend’s friends,” Ian muttered. He kissed Ricky again.

      “I guarantee they’re more concerned with how you treat me than how you look.” Ricky slipped his hands into Ian’s back pockets, and Ian wrapped his arms around Ricky, pulling their bodies tightly together.

      “Great, now I’m worried about fucking that up.” But having Ricky pressed close to him took a little of the anxiety away.

      “I appreciate that you’re worried about impressing them, but I think if you just relax and try to be your usual charming self, you’ll be just fine, honey.”

      “I keep telling myself that,” he muttered. They’d only been dating a couple of weeks, but Ricky’d had this planned for a while, and Ian hadn’t wanted to miss it.

      “Then believe it.” Ricky shimmied closer. “Besides, you know most of them. Irving and Sam are really the only new faces. You know the rest of the guys.”

      “I know. It just feels different now that we’re dating.” Ian shrugged. “It’s probably dumb.”

      “No, it’s sweet that you care what they think.” Ricky stole another kiss. “But you look wonderful, and you’re a great guy. They’ll see that.”

      Ian drew back to look at him. “You look so good too. I like you in a suit.” He tugged at the lapel. Ricky had taken off his tie and unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt, and Ian wanted to press his lips to the hollow between Ricky’s collarbones.

      “I just came from work.” Ricky smoothed his hands across Ian’s chest, leaving warm little tingles in his wake.

      “Looks good on you.”

      Ricky beamed. “Thank you.”

      “You are so fucking gorgeous. I want to take pictures of you and wallpaper my room with them.”

      Ricky laughed. “While I love your enthusiasm, I think I’d rather not stare at my own face while we’re having sex, thanks.”

      “Really?” Ian said. “Because there’s that mirror in your bedroom that I thought might be fun to play around with ...”

      “Well, when you put it that way ...” Ricky purred. “You are planning to spend the night, right?”

      “Yep. My swim bag is in the car, so I can head straight from here to the pool tomorrow,” Ian said.

      “Then let’s test that mirror idea later.” Ricky trailed his finger down Ian’s throat before stopping at his top button. Ian shivered and let out a little groan.

      “I think—”

      “Knock, knock!” a voice called from the other side of the door. “Are you decent? Can I come in?”

      Ricky laughed and tugged Ian toward the door. “I’m never decent, but you can come in,” he answered.

      The door swung open and a man stepped inside. “Hey, honey.”

      Ricky had described his friend Irving as a big bear of a guy with broad shoulders and a barrel chest, so Ian assumed that’s whom he was staring at now.

      “Am I early?” he asked.

      “A little bit, but that’s fine. You can meet Ian.”

      Irving turned dark eyes on Ian and looked him up and down. “You must be the boyfriend.”

      “That’s me.” He held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Irving.”

      “Oh, we don’t shake hands around here,” Irving said with a little grin. “We’re huggers.”

      Before Ian could process it, Irving had wrapped his arms around Ian and hugged him tightly. He laughed and patted the big man on the back. “Nice to meet you,” Ian said.

      “Handsome and polite. Plus, he smells good,” Irving said under his breath. “Where did you find him, Ricky?”

      “At one of my shows.” Ricky sidled nearer to Ian, who pulled him close.

      “I had this huge crush on Rosie,” Ian admitted. “The first time I saw her perform, I was just ...”

      Irving let out a huge sigh. “I hate you a little bit, Ricky. I really do. That boy has stars in his eyes just thinking about you.”

      “I keep having to pinch myself.”

      “You don’t happen to have a brother who’s into large black men, do you?” Irving asked.

      Ian gave him a little grin. “Well, I do have a brother, but he’s a painfully straight investment banker who has always dated small white women, so I’m going to guess no. Sorry, Irving.”

      Irving sighed. “Story of my life.”

      There was another knock on the door. Ricky gave Ian one last squeeze before he let go. “Better get that.”

      When the door opened, Ian was happy to see Lowell and Brent on the other side.

      After hugs and cheek kisses between Ricky and Lowell, Ricky took a big platter from him.

      “I brought nibbles,” Lowell said.

      “You didn’t have to,” Ricky protested.

      “You know I love to anyway,” Lowell countered with a laugh. “Now, tell me what you need help with.”

      “Oh, not much. Everything is made. I just need to set a few things out.”

      Ian offered to help but Ricky waved him off and urged him to get caught up with Brent, who was currently talking to Irving. Nathan and Caleb arrived a few minutes later, then Micah and Justin, followed by Sam, who Ian had never met.

      Sam was about Ricky’s height, with a lean build and thick head of wavy blond hair that fell to his chin. His eyes were lined with makeup, and he had a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and a narrow, chiseled jaw and full lips. He probably made an absolutely gorgeous drag queen. He was no Rosie, though.

      “This is Sam Fowler,” Ricky said, leaning against Ian. “He used to live in the downstairs apartment, but he abandoned us when he went to live with his boyfriend.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Sam gave Ian an assessing look, narrowing his eyes as he looked Ian up and down. “And I didn’t abandon you, bitch.”

      “We’ve just missed you, girl,” Irving said. He rubbed Sam’s shoulder. “That’s all.”

      Sam’s expression softened. “I know. I’ve missed you both too.”

      “You could have brought William, you know?” Ricky said. “He was totally invited.”

      Sam’s face fell. “He had to work.”

      “Ahh, too bad.” Ian caught a glimpse of the look Ricky and Irving shared.

      “It’s fine,” Sam said with a tight smile. “Irving will be my date tonight.”

      “Oh, goodie,” Irving said. “I always hate being the odd man out.”

      “You’re always the odd man,” Sam said. “And you’ve been out since the dinosaurs roamed the earth, bitch.”

      “Well, fuck you too,” Irving said as he held out an arm that Sam tucked his own through, leaning his head on Irving’s bicep. Though their banter could have sounded mean, it was clear they were close.

      “All right, before you two go getting catty on me, let me introduce you to everyone else,” Ricky said with a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      An hour or so later, Micah took a seat on the couch next to Ian. Ian had been talking to Nathan about the hockey team he was coaching, but he’d gotten up to get another drink, and Ian had just been sitting and watching the crowd for a few minutes.

      “So, you and Ricky, huh?” Micah asked.

      “Yeah.” Ian smiled at the thought.

      Micah snickered. “You are so gone for him, dude.”

      “I can’t deny that,” Ian admitted. “I don’t know ... it’s been a long time since I’ve met someone who just lets me be myself, you know?”

      “Yeah, I hear that,” Micah clinked glasses with him. “Well, I’m glad it’s going well.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You and Justin are doing good?”

      “We’re doing great.”

      “Awesome.” Ian smiled at him. “You know, this is nice. We should all get together more often. Before meeting you, I can’t remember the last time I hung out with friends on a regular basis.”

      “You don’t hang out with your team?” Micah asked quizzically, and Ian shook his head. “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t know.” Ian scratched his head. “There’s this one guy, Bryce—he’s a pretty big dick. We’ve been swimming together since we were like twelve, but we don’t really get along.”

      “Is it because you’re gay?”

      “No. He doesn’t give a shit about that. He’s just ... Bryce.” Ian struggled to put into words how to describe him. “My best friend used to be on the team, but he’s not around anymore, so ...”

      “Did he get recruited to swim for another team?” Micah asked.

      “Uh, no.” Ian cleared his throat. “He died earlier this year.”

      “Shit.” Micah grimaced. “I am so sorry, man.”

      “Thanks.” Ian looked down at his hands. “I don’t know, the rest of the team is fine. We just never really got that close at the beginning.” Mostly because when Ian had joined the Lakeshore team, he had still been drowning in grief from losing his parents a year and a half before. He’d clung to Andy, but he hadn’t been able to connect to anyone new. And now, it seemed too late. At the end of the year, many of them would be graduating, and Ian would start training for the Olympic trials.

      “Yeah, I hear that,” Micah said. “I always kept my distance because I was afraid of them finding out I was gay. It’s weird, though. And it’s not great for the team.”

      “No, it’s not,” Ian admitted. He gave Micah a grin. “You clearly got close to someone there, though.” He nodded toward Justin, who was deep in conversation with Caleb.

      Micah chuckled. “I did. But it’s different, you know? And until I met this group, I didn’t really have friends. So this is all new to me too. Although—” He paused as if considering something. “There was one guy who I got to know a little while I was playing. Berrera’s cool as hell, so we still hang out. And it’s way easier now that he knows I’m gay. You know, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I should probably invite him to one of the drag shows. He and his wife would have a fucking blast.”

      Ian chuckled.

      “Anyway, I’m just saying—don’t close yourself off so much. You might be surprised by who on your team you can turn to.” Micah’s expression turned more serious. “You can totally text me anytime if you need to vent too. You know that, right?”

      “Thanks.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I will. I promise,” Ian assured him. “Hey, that reminds me. I wanted to talk to you about something,” Ian said.

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Well, I’m thinking about getting an agent.”

      Micah blinked. “You don’t already have one?”

      “No, and I know I probably should. My brother’s been on me forever about it, but ...”

      “I thought pretty much every Olympic hopeful had one in their pocket. I mean, you’ve gotta start angling for sponsorship deals. Actually, why the hell don’t you have any sponsorship deals lined up yet?”

      Ian scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t really need them.”

      Micah’s jaw dropped slightly, and he stared at Ian. “You don’t need them?”

      “Uh, no. Not financially.”

      “I’m going to say this, and don’t take it too harshly because I like you, dude, but holy shit, I hate you a little bit.”

      Ian chuckled. “I know. I’m definitely in the minority of athletes.”

      “Uh, yeah, you are. So you just swim because you love it?”

      Ian nodded.

      “I guess that makes sense. You grew up with Lowell, right? In that ritzy-ass suburb? Winnona or something?”

      “Winnetka, yeah.”

      “So your family is loaded.”

      Ian took a deep breath. “Were loaded, yeah. It’s just been my brother and me since I was sixteen. We lost our parents in a car crash.”

      “Oh, holy shit, dude, that’s awful.” Micah reached out and squeezed Ian’s upper arm. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to touch on a sore subject. And your friend died too ... Damn.”

      “It’s okay,” Ian said with a sigh. “I mean, it’s painful but ... Anyway, yeah, so Chase and I inherited a boatload of money from our parents’ estate. Obviously, Chase was in charge of it until I was twenty-one, but now ...” He shrugged. “I’m not exactly hurting for money.”

      “So, if you don’t need an agent to negotiate sponsorship deals, what do you need them for?”

      “Well, I have thought about sponsorship,” Ian said. “But doing it a little differently than most athletes. Maybe only working with companies I really believe in, and then I could donate whatever they give me to a charity or something? I don’t know.”

      Micah blinked. “I can’t say that happens a lot, at least from what I’ve seen, but from a PR perspective, I’m sure it’s good.”

      “I don’t really care about the PR, honestly,” Ian said. “But I would like to do something useful, so I should start exploring it. And I need to talk to an agent about the situation with Ricky.”

      “Like how you’re going to openly be involved with a drag queen once you get closer to the Olympics?”

      “Exactly.” Ian was grateful Micah understood. “I’m not ashamed of him, but there are a lot of people who are going to throw a shit fit.”

      “Like your coach?”

      “Yeah. I still haven’t figured out how the hell to deal with that.”

      “I don’t know, man.” Micah shook his head. “I took the easy way out by quitting.”

      “I hardly think giving up what you love is taking the easy way out,” Ian argued.

      “I guess not.” Micah’s mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s just ... I chose to avoid that whole ‘trying to be out while playing professionally’ thing.”

      “Do you regret that? I mean, I know you talked about how you didn’t feel like you could play anyway because of your shoulder, but do you regret now that you weren’t more open about your sexuality?”

      “Kind of?” Micah shrugged. “Sometimes, I think about the kids at the youth center where Justin and I spend time, and I think ‘man, maybe I should have tried to be more of a role model to them’, but ... I dunno. I don’t know if it’s me. I mean, look at Nathan. He came out six months ago, and he’s still getting media interest.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Ehh. Sometimes. But since I ignore them all, they’re starting to give up.”

      “Some of them must be willing to pay,” Ian said.

      “Sure, but I don’t know that it’s worth it. I feel weird blabbing about my relationship with Justin to the whole world. Especially for money. It has nothing to do with being ashamed or anything. It just feels too private to talk about.”

      “I get that.”

      “And, frankly, I don’t think me being gay is the most interesting thing about me.”

      Ian laughed.

      “No, I’m serious. I’ve been thinking about this a lot,” Micah said earnestly. “And I honestly don’t mean any disrespect to Lowell or you or Ricky or anyone else here, but I don’t want it to be a big part of my identity.”

      “Sure, that makes sense.”

      “Lowell and I got into it once about how I wouldn’t have that option if not for people who do make it a big deal. Like the people who are out there fighting for the right to get married and all that. At the time, I don’t think I really understood what he meant, but I do now. Without people who are in your face about it, I wouldn’t have the option to go to work and have everyone know I’m dating a guy.”

      “That’s true.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I’m the right guy for that job. I never want to be in your face about it. I just want to live my life.”

      “You can’t have one without the other,” Ian said. “You need the trailblazers and the people just living their lives.”

      “Exactly.” Micah shrugged. “Of course, that’s easy for me to say because I’m not the one doing any work. I’m not the one putting myself on the line.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to be on the same scale for everyone,” Ian said. “You are doing it on a different level, though. The kids at the center know you and Justin are a couple, right?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Micah chuckled. “One of them, Luis, totally claims he got Justin and I back together, in fact.”

      Ian laughed. “But that’s still a way you’re helping the gay community. You’re letting kids see it’s totally normal.”

      “I suppose.”

      “And at your work, they all know, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “So maybe your co-worker, who was kinda on the fence about LGBTQ people, sees that you’re just an ordinary guy. Nothing to be afraid of. I’m totally crazy about Ricky and Lowell’s amazing, but they’re ...” Ian struggled for words. “I get why maybe they make people uncomfortable sometimes.”

      Micah grimaced. “Yeah. A few years ago, I never would have thought I’d be hanging out with drag queens.”

      “Right. So that’s what I mean. They’re the trailblazers, pushing everything forward. But sometimes, that makes people freak out. So, it’s good to have someone working a little more quietly whom they can relate to better. We need both.”

      “You sure swimming is what you want to do?” Micah asked. “I mean, you could always do the therapy thing like Lowell if the gold medals don’t pan out.”

      Ian laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Or maybe motivational speeches?” Micah grinned. “Either way, you’re going to be dynamite in front of a camera.” He grew serious again. “Let me talk to a couple of people at work. The internship I’m doing is with a baseball agent. That’s all he does. But we’ve got people representing all sorts of athletes, so I’ll ask around about someone who knows swimming inside and out, and I’ll have them touch base with you. Okay?”

      “Yeah, that sounds great. Thanks, Micah.”

      “Sure. Glad to help. I kinda wish I’d had people I could talk to when I was trying to figure out all my shit.” Micah grimaced. “Of course, I probably wouldn’t have trusted anyone anyway, so ...”

      “Water under the bridge, now, right?” A thought occurred to Ian. “Wait, have you ever thought about being a sports agent for LGBTQ athletes?”

      “Like, exclusively?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “I don’t know, seems pretty limited.”

      “I guarantee there are way more of us than you’d think,” Ian said drily. “And we’re a long fucking way from the day when every sport is cool with it. I don’t know. It’s just an idea.”

      “No, I’ll think about that,” Micah said. “I’d never considered the idea but that’s interesting.”

      “Cool.”

      Micah stood. “I’m going to grab another drink. You want anything?”

      “No, I’m good.” Ian was just drinking fizzy water with lime anyway.

      “Catch you later, then.”

      Ricky caught Ian’s eye as Micah walked away, and Ian grinned, motioning him over. When Ian held out an arm, Ricky settled on his lap.

      “It looks like you and Micah were having a good talk,” Ricky said. He threaded his fingers through Ian’s hair, and Ian closed his eyes, making a little sound of pleasure. He loved it when Ricky did that.

      “Yeah, we were. He’s going to see if he can help me find an agent.”

      “Really? I thought you were kinda resisting that idea.”

      “It’s time,” Ian said. “And I’m hoping they can help with some PR stuff. I might need to hire a separate PR person too, but we’ll see.”

      “You’re doing it because of me?”

      “Partly,” Ian admitted. “I meant it when I said I was going to figure out how to go public about things with Rosie.”

      “I believed you.”

      “Well, now you know I’ve taken the first step.” Ian kissed Ricky.

      “Thank you.” Ricky kissed him again, this time deepening it a little. “That means a lot.”

      “You mean a lot to me.” Ian stared into Ricky’s dark eyes intently. “I don’t ever want you to doubt how I feel about you.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Ricky, stop making out with your boyfriend and show me where you keep your corkscrew!” Lowell called out. “I am in desperate need of wine.”

      “I’ll show him,” Irving said with a big sigh.

      “Thank goodness for Irving because I don’t want to stop kissing you,” Ian whispered. Ricky smiled and threaded his hands through Ian’s hair, teasing his tongue along the seam of Ian’s lips, and Ian let out a groan as he let Ricky in.
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        * * *

      

      “I have a late shift at the club tonight. I should head out,” Sam said with a fake little smile. He’d only been at the party for a couple hours, and he’d seemed pretty tightly wound the whole time. “I need to grab something from the sewing room that I left, though. Ricky, Irving, could you walk up with me?”

      Ricky raised an eyebrow at Irving, who gave him an “oh, Lord” look, but they both stood. “Sure.”

      “Let me guess,” Ricky said when they reached the top of the stairs. He turned his key in the lock. “You don’t actually need anything from up here?”

      Sam winced. “Well, I do need that box of fabric I left, but I have an ulterior motive too.”

      “You want to talk about Ian,” Ricky guessed, pushing the door open.

      “Yeah.”

      “You have no idea how envious I am of you, Ricky,” Irving said with a sigh. “If I didn’t love you so much …”

      Ricky smiled. “He is pretty spectacular, isn’t he?”

      Sam crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at Ricky. “Look, he’s hot and all. I certainly get the appeal. But can we trust him?”

      “He’s been nothing but sweet and good to me since we started dating!” Ricky protested.

      “Irving told me what happened the morning after.”

      “Okay, first of all, what the hell, Irving?” Ricky stared at him, and he gave a sheepish little shrug. “And second, that was one night. We weren’t even dating then. Yeah, he got a little freaked out, but we talked about it and worked through it. You have no reason to be suspicious of him.”

      “I don't know, Ricky. I'm wary. I mean, Jesus, just look at him.”

      Ricky raised an eyebrow at him. “So, what? He's too far out of my league?”

      “That's not what I meant at all!”

      “Really? Because that's what it sounds like.” Ricky scowled.

      “I just mean he's a kid. He's a rich fucking college kid who doesn't know what he wants. Don't be surprised if he can't stick it out.”

      “Jesus, Sam, I knew you were cynical, but it's worse than I realized.”

      “I'm not being cynical. Just realistic. Do you remember what you were like at that age?”

      “Yeah, I do. And I'm not going to claim every decision I made was perfect, but I did stick with things when I said would.” Ricky swallowed. “Besides, Ian’s been swimming competitively since he was twelve and lost his parents when he was sixteen. He’s had to do a lot of growing up way earlier than most people. So give him a fucking chance.”

      “All right, all right, I will. You don't have to get so defensive.”

      “When you're saying shitty things about my boyfriend, yeah, I do have to get defensive. I love you, Sam, but if you're going to put him down, I'm going to stand up for him. It's as simple as that.”

      “Are you sure this isn’t about you, Sam?” Irving asked. “Because I know for a fact that things are shitty with William, and it’s not fair if you take your problems out on Ricky and Ian.”

      Sam burst into tears. “That was a low blow, Irving.”

      “Honey, if you can’t take it, you shouldn’t dish it out.” But despite Irving’s harsh words, he pulled Sam into a hug, and Ricky glommed onto the other side, wrapping his arms around them both.

      “I’m sorry things aren’t going well with William, Sam.”

      “Ugh.” Sam wiped his eyes. “Me too.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “He says he’s working a lot, but I’m pretty sure he’s seeing someone else.”

      “Fuck.” Ricky squeezed Sam tighter. “I’m sorry.”

      “So, maybe I am projecting my shit onto you and Ian.” Sam laughed hollowly and wiped his eyes. “But, damn, just be careful. It’s so easy to get swept up in the pretty words and not see what’s right in front of your face.”

      “Do you want to move back?” Ricky asked. “You know that apartment is always available for you.”

      “You haven’t rented it out?”

      “Nah,” Irving said. “Haven’t needed to. We were looking for the right person.”

      “Or maybe we were saving it for you,” Ricky said softly.

      Sam stiffened and pulled away. “Wait, you knew things were going to go to hell with William?”

      Ricky and Irving exchanged glances. “Well, let’s just say we were a little concerned you guys had moved too fast,” Ricky said as tactfully as he could manage. “We wanted to make sure you had a space to come back to, if you needed it.”

      Sam let out a sigh. “I hate that you were right.”

      “I hate that we were right too.”

      “So how do you know you’re not moving too fast with Ian?”

      “Well, for one, we’re not moving in together yet,” Ricky said drily. “We haven’t even discussed the idea. And, for another, I don’t know. I just have to trust my gut.”

      “I thought I could trust mine. Turns out, I was wrong. Ugh.” Sam wiped at his eyes. “Look, I didn’t mean to come down hard on you about Ian. He seems very sweet. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, okay?”

      “I know.” Ricky hugged him again. “And I appreciate that. I promise I’ll be careful.”

      “Good. Because you know Reuben would kick our asses if we didn’t watch out for each other.”

      “God, I find myself thinking about Reuben all the damn time,” Ricky said with a little sigh. “Sometimes hearing him lecture me.”

      “Me too!” Sam laughed. “God, I miss him.”

      “Ugh, I do too.” Irving hugged them both tight. “But we have each other, and we’ve just gotta take care of each other like Reuben did for us.”

      “Here, here,” Ricky said as he pulled back.

      Irving gripped Sam’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “You come home whenever you’re ready, honey.”

      “I’m going to try talking to William and see if we can fix stuff, but if not, I’ll have to take you up on that offer to move back.” Sam blinked a few times and patted under his eyes. “I might need some help getting my stuff, though.”

      “We can do that,” Irving said.

      “I bet I know quite a few strong men who would be willing to help too,” Ricky said with a grin. “And they’re all downstairs right now.”

      Sam laughed. “How did you meet that delicious group of men?”

      “Through Lowell.”

      “Ahh, makes sense. He always did have a good eye for that sort of thing.”

      “You didn’t meet his high school friends,” Ricky said drily. “They were assholes. But, yes, his tastes have improved over the years.”

      “Shame none of them are single,” Sam said.

      “I think you need to be single,” Irving said with a pointed look. “You bounce from man to man like you’re on a trampoline.”

      “Emphasis on tramp!” Ricky teased.

      They both howled, but Sam gave him a look of mock outrage. “Ouch. Why you got to hurt me like that, girl?”

      “If the stiletto fits ...” Ricky replied.

      “Ugh, you’re right, though.” Sam grew more serious. “I have been going from one relationship to another. If I can’t fix this with William, I’ll take a break. I promise.”

      “Good.” Ricky patted his arm. “Now, are you ready to go back to the party? You can’t buy any of the items downstairs, they’re all already spoken for, but there’s nothing to say you can’t enjoy the window shopping.”

      They were still laughing as Irving hefted the tote and carried it down to where Sam was parked on the street.

      “I think I’m going to head out, actually,” Sam said. “I’m tired, and I think I should have this talk with William before I put it off any longer.”

      “Okay.” Ricky hugged him. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      When Ricky and Irving walked back into the party, Irving headed toward the kitchen. Ian gave Ricky a concerned look as he approached. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Sam is just having guy troubles and needed to chat.”

      “Oh, okay. I thought maybe he wasn’t okay with me. He was side-eyeing me all night, and he hardly spoke to me at all.”

      “He was concerned,” Ricky admitted. “But he was definitely projecting his own relationship crap on us.”

      “Ahh.”

      “It’s fine.” Ricky reached up and brushed Ian’s cheek with his fingertips. “I know you won’t hurt me.”

      “Never intentionally,” Ian promised.

      “Then that’s all that matters.”
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        * * *

      

      One by one, the couples excused themselves to go home. Lowell had to get up early to study the next morning, Nathan had a game the following day with his team, and after Micah and Justin said goodnight, Irving said he needed to head out too.

      “I need my beauty sleep,” he said with a sigh. “Lord knows I need all the help I can get.”

      “Would you stop being so hard on yourself!” Ricky chastised him.

      Irving rolled his eyes at Ricky, but they’d been through this song and dance many times over. Rather than answer, Irving turned to Ian. “This probably doesn’t need to be said, but you hurt Ricky—we murder you. You understand that, right?”

      Ian chuckled. “I think you’d have to beat Lowell to that.”

      “Oh, Lowell.” Irving clasped his hands together. “I do like that boy. He’s a doll. He may not do drag but he has the heart of a drag queen.”

      Ricky laughed. “I’ll have to tell him that. He’ll be delighted.”

      “And trust me,” Ian said firmly. “I don’t want to hurt Ricky. He’s the best thing that’s happened in my life in a long time.”

      After a long hug from Irving for each of them, he walked through the door. “Try to keep it down tonight, you two. I have to be up early in the morning.”

      Ricky laughed. “I make no promises.” Ricky closed the door behind his friend.

      “Well, that was fun,” Ian said.

      “Yeah, you think so?” They both gravitated toward the kitchen where Ricky started putting away the food and Ian loaded glasses and small plates into the dishwasher.

      “Yeah, it was nice just having people over for drinks and appetizers and hanging out.”

      “Reuben used to host parties like this all the time,” Ricky said. “I guess I’m just trying to carry on the tradition.”

      “I was just talking to Micah earlier about how I’m not that close to most of the people on my team, and with Andy gone, I’ve missed having close friends. Tonight was great.”

      Ricky hesitated. “So, I don’t want you to think this was a test or anything, but it really makes me happy that you were so great with Irving. And it’s not your fault Sam was stand-offish.”

      Ian looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Not everyone’s comfortable with a bunch of drag queens. I’ve dated people who really felt awkward around my friends. Especially because we’re all touchy-feely. Especially with each other.”

      Ian shrugged. “Oh, that doesn’t bother me. You should have seen Andy and me. Not so much when we were at practice or anything, but the rest of the time, we were always wrapped around each other. Even when we weren’t having sex, we were cuddly.” Ian glanced over at him. “Did you ever hook up with Irving or Sam?”

      Ricky shook his head. “No. Irving and I don’t have that kind of vibe, and well, Sam’s great, but he’s just way too young and bitchy for me to want to make that happen.”

      “Too young?” Ian glanced up. “I thought he was like five or six years older than me?”

      “He is. According to the calendar. But emotionally?” Ricky shook his head. “I love Sam to death, but he’s emotionally immature. We all knew things were going to go south with his man the minute they moved in together because Sam picks shitty men, and he can’t see that, but ...” Ricky shrugged. “You can’t teach someone to love themselves, you know? He has to know he’s worth more, and he’s not there yet. You’ve got your shit together in a way he doesn’t.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m glad you feel like I have my shit together. I don’t always feel like I do.” Ian wiped down the countertop.

      “Neither do I.” Ricky closed the refrigerator. “Especially when it comes to relationships. Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on Sam. Who am I to judge?”

      “I appreciate that you stood up for me, though.”

      “Of course, I did,” Ricky said. “And I always will.”

      “I will for you too,” Ian said. “I know it seems like I’m not proud of who you are because we’re still hiding your drag, but I want you to know I am. I love being with you, and I’d shout it to the whole world, if I could.”

      “I know that,” Ricky said. He glanced around the kitchen. “It’s clean enough. I’ll worry about the rest in the morning. I want you to take me to bed.”

      “I can definitely do that,” Ian said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, they were both naked, and Ian had Ricky pressed up against the closed bedroom door as they made out.

      “What do you say?” Ian said against his mouth. “Want to make a little noise? I know Irving said we shouldn’t keep him up late, but I’m sorry, that just sounded like a challenge to me.”

      Ricky wound his arms around Ian’s neck. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      “Stay there.

      I’ll be right back.” Ian disentangled himself, then walked over to the nightstand. Ricky shamelessly watched him moving, loving every inch of Ian’s body. Ian was already hard, and he quickly rolled on a condom, his gaze never leaving Ricky’s. When he returned with lube in his hand, Ricky laughed.

      “I can go over to the bed.”

      “I said don’t move,” Ian said with a grin as he slicked his cock. “I’m not going to fuck you on the bed. I’m going to fuck you up against this door.”

      “Oh, holy shit.” Ricky stared at him with wide eyes, his brain spinning at that mental image.

      Ian laughed. “Never had anyone fuck you up against a wall?”

      “No. I definitely haven’t.”

      “You want me to?”

      Ricky nodded emphatically. “Yes, please.”

      Ian reached around him, then pushed two fingers into Ricky. He groaned at the sudden intrusion, but when Ian went to retreat, Ricky clenched around him. “No, that’s good. Keep going.”

      Ian fucked him with his fingers for a few minutes, opening him up.

      “That’s good,” Ricky said. “I’m ready.”

      Ian’s fingers were still slippery as he grasped Ricky’s ass. “Legs around my waist when I lift you.”

      Ricky did as instructed as Ian lifted him as if he weighed nothing and pressed him back against the door.

      “Holy shit,” Ricky said with a gasp. He knew Ian was strong, but damn. Ricky ran his hands up and down Ian’s arms, feeling the corded muscles underneath. “Madre María de Dios,” Ricky whispered.

      Ian pulled his cheeks apart with his hands. “I’m going to need your help with this part,” he whispered.

      Ricky wrapped a hand around Ian’s neck, then used the other to line Ian’s cock up with his hole. Ian slowly lowered him. When Ricky bottomed out, he threw his head back, a moan escaping his lips. “Fuck. You’re deep.”

      “Too deep?” Ian froze.

      “No. God, don’t stop.” Ricky gripped the back of his neck tight. “Please don’t stop.”

      Ian pressed even closer, sandwiching Ricky between the door and Ian’s firm chest. Ricky couldn’t do much except cling to him as Ian thrust up into him. The deep rhythm was so good it made Ricky’s eyes roll back in his head as the door rattled in the frame. All Ricky could feel was Ian’s body surrounding him, holding him up. Ian was inside and all around him. Ricky closed his eyes and buried his head against Ian’s neck, breathing in his scent.

      He clenched around Ian’s cock, making him groan and fuck Ricky harder. Soon, they were both covered in sweat, and as the head of Ricky’s cock dragged along Ian’s abs, he let out a groan.

      “Fuck. Ricky …” Ian’s voice sounded strained.

      “I know,” he gasped against Ian’s neck.

      “I …” Ian fucked him harder and deeper, the door rattling with every thrust. “Oh, God. I’m close.”

      “Me too.”

      With a suddenness that surprised Ricky, Ian spun and deposited him on the bed. He grabbed Ricky’s hips and thrust hard into him, pulling a strangled gasp from Ricky’s lips.

      Ian fucked like a man possessed, like a man desperate to prove something, and when Ricky came, it was with a loud cry. A few strokes later, Ian shouted his own release and collapsed on top of Ricky’s chest.

      “Irving said he hates us, but he hopes we had fun,” Ricky said half an hour later after they’d showered and gotten ready for bed. He set his phone face down on the nightstand next to Ian’s watch.

      Ian laughed, nuzzling closer to Ricky as he spooned around him. “I sure did.”

      “Me too.” Ricky grabbed Ian’s hand and entwined their fingers.

      “I didn’t get too rough with you, did I?”

      “Nope,” Ricky pressed a kiss to the back of Ian’s hand before pulling their hands against his chest. “It was perfect.”
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      “I have a question for you,” Ian said. They’d just finished the omelets, chicken sausage, and toast they’d made for Ian’s post-morning-swim brunch. Ricky had eaten about a quarter of what Ian had, but he also hadn’t been in a pool burning four hundred thousand calories.

      “What kind of question?” Ricky asked.

      “I was wondering if you’d be willing to do something for me.”

      Ian looked uncharacteristically nervous, and Ricky raised an eyebrow at him. “I guess it depends on what it is.”

      “I’d love you to pose for me. As Ricky and as Rosie.”

      “Are you asking me if you can take pictures of me as both Ricky and Rosie?” Ricky asked.

      “Yeah. Only if you’re good with that, though.”

      Ricky brightened. “No, that sounds fun.”

      “Would you be up for doing that today?”

      “Can we start with Ricky? I don’t have Rosie’s stuff me with.”

      “Yeah, that sounds perfect. Why don’t you go get dressed while I finish the dishes?”

      “What do you want me to wear?”

      “Hmm. Maybe one of your work suits? I know you have a couple of them hanging in the closet, and you look amazing in them.”

      “I tailor them myself, baby,” Ricky said with a smile. “I know they make me look good.”

      Ian laughed, then pressed a kiss to Ricky’s lips. “I think it’s more than just the suits, but you definitely do good work.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Ricky took a seat on the couch, spread his legs, and propped his elbows on his knees. He gave Ian a serious look. “How’s this.”

      Ian whistled lowly. “Smokin’. Have you ever modeled before?”

      Ricky laughed. “Sure. All the time for Reuben.”

      “I had a feeling. You’re comfortable in front of the camera. You look amazing too. God, you are gorgeous.”

      “And you’re good for my ego,” Ricky said with a laugh. “That or very, very bad.”

      Ian snapped a few pictures. “Okay, now I want you to stand up. Jacket off, tie loosened, top button undone,” Ian instructed. “Make sure you loosen the tie completely but don’t take it off.”

      Ricky did as instructed, leaving the silk draped around his neck. Ian snapped a few more shots. “Okay, look over toward the front door.”

      Ricky did so.

      “Then back at me, hands gripping your tie.” Ian nodded approvingly once he did that and snapped a few shots. “Yeah, fuck that’s great.”

      Ricky smothered a grin. This was fun. He’d always enjoyed working with Reuben, but working with the man he was involved with was so much better. Ian looking all sexy and competent behind the camera got Ricky all hot and bothered.

      “Okay, now shirt unbuttoned, tie still on. Go slow as you undo the buttons.”

      Ricky worked them loose, taking his time and lingering over it, slowly revealing another slice of his chest.

      “Mmm, yeah. Unbutton the top button of your pants now but don’t take them off.”

      Ricky slid his thumbs into his waistband and pushed them down until they were just barely on his narrow hips.

      Ian let out a little rumbling sound of approval. “Fuck, you look so good.”

      “Glad you like it, baby,” Ricky purred.

      “God. I’d love to shoot you naked.” Ian was clearly worked up. He’d been prowling around Ricky, and there was no denying the bulge in his jeans.

      “Oh, you would, would you?” Ricky teased.

      Ian stilled, his expression growing serious. “Yes, but only if you’re comfortable with it.”

      “Hmm.” Ricky arched an eyebrow at him. “You aren’t planning to post these anywhere, right?”

      “Of course not. Anything nude will be just for me,” Ian promised. His tone was so sincere, it left zero doubts in Ricky’s mind. He could trust Ian. “Okay.”

      “Okay? Yeah? You mean you’ll do it?”

      “Sure,” Ricky said with a smile. “I trust you, baby.”

      “Oh, holy shit!” Ian let out a little whoop of happiness. “This is going to be amazing.”

      “How do you want to start?”

      “I don’t care. Whatever feels natural to you. Just go slow,” Ian instructed. 

      Slowly, Ricky eased the zipper down, Ian’s camera clicking all the while. He turned so his back was to Ian, then slowly pushed his trousers over his ass.

      “Wait!” Ian called. “Can you keep them half on and sprawl on the couch on your back?”

      Ricky wrinkled his nose. “Do you really want my naked butt on your cushions?”

      “We had sex on there the other day ...”

      “Hmm, good point.” Ricky shot him a cheeky grin as he maneuvered onto his back, the trousers just barely covering his cock. Ian made all sorts of appreciative noises as he zoomed in and out, moving around Ricky to get shots from various angles.

      Ricky soaked it in. He loved the attention—always had—which was one of the many reasons he thrived as a drag queen. He’d enjoyed the hell out of modeling for Reuben too, but this was different somehow. Posing for Ian was so much more intimate, and it wasn’t just because he was going to get completely naked in front of his lens. It was because he was posing for someone he loved.

      Ricky went very still as the words processed. Love. Do I love Ian? he wondered, his heart hammering in his chest as if he’d just been dancing around the living room rather than lying on the couch. Holy shit.

      What was love anyway? Building a connection with someone? Trusting them? Letting them see those dark, ugly, vulnerable pieces of you? If that was love, he definitely loved Ian. He loved Ian more than he’d ever loved anyone.

      “Hey.” Ricky glanced over to see Ian frowning at him. “You okay? You got really serious there. We can stop any time you need to if you aren’t comfortable with this.”

      Ricky smiled at him. Oh, hell, yeah, he was definitely in love with Ian Harrington. “No, I’m good. Just thinking about something.”

      “You wanna tell me about it?”

      Is this the right time to tell Ian those three little words? No, not quite yet, Ricky decided. He gave Ian a small smile. “Not yet, but I will some time.”

      Ian looked a little puzzled, but he nodded. “Okay. Hopefully, it’s a good something?”

      “Very good.” Ricky’s tone was firm. “But let’s keep shooting.”

      “I can do that.” Ian winked at him. “Pants off now, gorgeous.”

      Ricky shimmied out of his trousers, then tossed them on the floor next to him.

      “Oh, yeah, I love that,” Ian said. “Fuck, you are so sexy.” His words heated Ricky’s blood, and every single shot after that was just foreplay as he twisted and turned his body, following Ian’s every instruction.

      “In the bedroom?” Ian growled after a while.

      Ricky got up off the couch with a little less grace than usual. Eager to do what Ian wanted.

      In the bedroom, Ricky posed in front of the windows, nude, hands on his hips, a defiant tilt to his chin.

      “Fuck, yes,” Ian said under his breath. “Crawl on the bed.”

      Ricky prowled toward Ian on his hands and knees, head down, looking through his lashes.

      Then stretched out on the bed, looking coyly over his shoulder. Ricky with a hint of Rosie.

      Kneeling on the bed, knees spread wide, hands on the mattress, looking over his shoulder again, but no Rosie this time. All masculine.

      He flipped onto his back, arched his neck, and reached down to grasp his cock. He was almost painfully hard—from having Ian’s gaze on him—and he pressed a thumb to the slit to coax a drop of moisture out.

      Ian gasped and zoomed in. It sent a rush through Ricky and made him feel powerful. He cupped his balls with his other hand and tilted his chin, giving Ian a “come fuck me” face.

      “Jesus Christ.” Ian’s voice was a low rumble. “God, that’s sexy.”

      Licking a swipe of pre-cum off the tip of his finger, a heavy-lidded gaze aimed at the camera.

      “I can’t take it anymore.” Ian set the camera on the nightstand and unbuttoned his jeans. “I have to fuck you.”

      The rasp of the zipper seemed loud in the room as Ricky spread his knees wide and offered himself to Ian. “Come and take me.”

      Ian’s hands were visibly shaking as he rolled on a condom and slicked it with lube. He rubbed a little across Ricky’s opening, then clamped his hands on Ricky’s thighs, yanking him toward the edge of the bed. Ricky yelped in surprise at the quick movement, but he didn’t have time to do anything else because Ian’s cock was at his entrance, pressing in—firmly and with no hesitation.

      Ricky had to breathe through the stretch, but once he relaxed, Ian bottomed out. He made eye contact with Ricky as if checking in, and whatever he saw reassured him because he quickly slid nearly out, then pushed back in.

      Ricky let out a strangled shout at the deep thrust but fucked back against him. He let Ian ride him with quick, hard strokes, and his eyes rolled back in his head at the pleasure that raced through his body. Ricky came hard and long, stroking himself to a mind-shattering orgasm, and when Ian fell—panting—over him, Ricky pulled their bodies tightly together.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Ian muttered against his neck.

      “Yes,” Ricky agreed with a contented sigh as he stroked Ian’s back. “Very much yes to that. Thank you, baby.”

      Ian lifted up long enough to look down at his face. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.”

      “Mmm, I like the sound of that.” Ian leaned down to kiss him. “A lot. Having you naked in front of my camera might be my favorite form of foreplay.”

      “It might be mine too,” Ricky admitted.

      “You up for becoming Rosie too?”

      Ricky glanced at the clock, then frowned. “I don’t think there’s time today. You have to leave for practice in a couple hours, and all my stuff’s at the club. By the time I picked it up and got ready, we wouldn’t have time to shoot.”

      “Tomorrow, maybe? I have another Sunday morning practice.” Ian rolled his eyes. “That stupid heater is on the fritz again, and we sat around doing nothing last night while they fussed with it, so Coach wants us to make it up in the morning.”

      “I can do tomorrow,” Ricky agreed with a smile. “I’ll get ready while you’re at practice and be ready to shoot before you get back.”

      “Perfect.” Ian kissed him hard. “I can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        NOVEMBER 25, 2013 – BOYSTOWN, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      The next morning, Ian went off to his make-up practice. When Ricky woke up a few hours later, he realized there was a slight problem with their plan. He’d been in such a hurry to get back to Ian last night that he’d forgotten to bring home what he needed for the photoshoot. Although he had a few things at his apartment, the majority of it was at the club. A club that definitely wasn’t open at seven o’clock on a Sunday morning. He groaned as he finished dressing, then fired off a text to Jason.

      Any chance there will be anyone at the club this morning? Sometimes, Jason worked on the weekends, and Ricky knew he was a night owl. When Ricky had left Temptations after his show last night, Jason had probably just been getting started.

      A few minutes later, he responded. I’m here now. Why? What do you need?

      To grab some stuff from my dressing room that I forgot to bring home last night.

      Come over whenever you want. I’ll be in my office all day doing paperwork. Text me when you get here.

      Will do. Thanks, Jason.

      Traffic was light, and it didn’t take long for Ricky to get to the club. He pulled into the back alley and put the car in park. There shouldn’t be any deliveries on a Sunday, especially this early, so it wouldn’t be a big deal if he left it there for half an hour.

      I’m here. He sent a message to Jason, but when he’d sat there for a good ten minutes and no answer came, Ricky frowned. He got out of his car, then strode to the stage door in the back. It was propped open a little, which was rare. Jason was a stickler about keeping doors closed.

      “Jason?” Ricky called out. There was no answer, so Ricky made his way through the labyrinth of back hallways inside the club, a niggling little feeling that something was off building in him. The sounds of voices as he approached Jason’s office made Ricky stop in his tracks.

      “If you say no, then I might be forced to grab some of that very nice rope from the dungeon downstairs and tie you to your office chair,” a man said. It sounded like Damon.

      Ricky raised an eyebrow, blinking at that sudden revelation. Dungeon? he mouthed. Shit. He’d thought there was nothing but storage underneath the club. And apparently, that answered some questions about whether or not Damon was gay. He was clearly into tying men up. Huh. Ricky never would have guessed that. Ricky had never gotten into BDSM himself, but he had several friends who were, and there was no shortage of kink and leather in the Boystown area, so it wasn’t as if he was a stranger to the idea of it. Not necessarily something he needed to know about the man he worked with, but Ricky would just have to pretend as if he’d never heard a thing.

      “I’ll take the money to Carson myself,” Damon continued. Ricky wondered whom he was talking to? Jason, probably, since his office door was the one that was open, but it could be anyone.

      But who was Carson? And money? What money? Ricky didn’t think of himself as a nosy person, but he was very, very curious to know more about whatever he’d just stumbled across.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Jason countered. Ahh, it was his boss in there with Damon. Interesting.

      “No?”

      “What makes you think I’d let you tie me to my chair?” Jason said, though he sounded a little breathless and shaky. Not that Ricky could blame him. The thought of Damon tying him to a chair would probably fluster anyone, even cool and calm men like Jason.

      When Damon chuckled, Ricky bit back a smile. Even he knew that was a challenge. “Let me? I’ve seen the way you look at me, Jason,” Damon said, just barely loud enough for Ricky to hear. “If I told you to sit your ass in this chair and do as you’re told, you’d nod your head yes and hand me the rope yourself.”

      Crap, this was getting very personal. Ricky really should have announced his presence before now, but he did need to talk to Jason about why the stage door had been open—it was a club rule to make sure that never happened—so he crept back a few steps, then walked toward the office, making sure his footfalls would be loud enough to hear. He crossed his fingers Jason and Damon would be fully dressed by the time he arrived, at least.

      Not that he’d mind getting a peek at what was under either of their clothes but ... well, that could be awkward for all of them.

      “Boss? You in there?” Ricky called out before he stepped into view. He glanced around the room, half-expecting to see all sorts of kinky things spread across Jason’s massive wooden desk, but all he saw was a briefcase filled with stacks of bills. Well, Damon had said something about paying someone.

      Damon stood nearer to the door, and Jason stood, smoothing his hair back. “You texted earlier and said to let you know when I arrived, but when I waited a while and you didn’t answer, I checked the back door and found it open ... is everything all right?”

      “The door was open?” Damon snapped and Ricky straightened, wondering why he seemed so upset by it. “Did you leave it open, Jason?”

      “Of course not.” He scowled at Damon. “Do you really think I’d leave the club open to just anyone? Especially right now? With everything going on with—” When he cut himself off, Ricky raised a questioning eyebrow at him.

      Damon pointed at both of them. “Close and lock this door behind me. Neither of you move from this office until I get back, you understand?”

      After Damon left, Ricky stared at his boss, wide-eyed. No longer amused by the idea of a secret dungeon and kinky boss. They were clearly dealing with something much more serious.

      “Jason, what is going on?” Ricky asked, putting his hands on his hips. “You two are really worrying me. And what the hell is all this money for?”

      An uncomfortable expression crossed Jason’s face, which was totally out of character. He always seemed cool and un-ruffled.

      “There’s been a ... problem with one of our employees,” Jason said. As he smoothed his tie down, Ricky noticed his hand was trembling. “Someone from his past came back and we’re concerned that person might be dangerous. Damon is keeping an eye on the situation, and if there’s anything you or any of our other employees need to know about, we’ll inform you.”

      “Is that what the money is for?”

      Jason nodded. “It is. I can’t go into details without risking the employee’s privacy though.”

      “Okay.” Ricky frowned. There were dozens of employees at the club, and he wondered who was in trouble and how he’d missed it. It was hard to keep up with everything, though, when he was only there once or twice a week. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Jason’s expression softened. “No. But that’s sweet of you to offer. Damon and I are handling this. The best thing you can do is not bring it up to anyone. Not your friends or anyone you’re dating. Not a word to anyone, under any circumstances, you understand?”

      Ricky nodded, though it didn’t make his worry and confusion go away. If anything, it made it worse. “I understand. I mean, I don’t understand what the hell’s going on here”—he gestured around the room—“but I understand how to keep quiet. If you say it involves someone’s safety and privacy, my lips are sealed. I trust you. And Damon.” Ricky meant it, but it would drive him crazy to never find out the true story.

      “Thank you.” Jason stepped forward and squeezed Ricky’s arm. “I appreciate that.”

      “Sure,” Ricky said. “Of course. If there is something else I can do, though, let me know?”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Ricky bit his lip, wondering if he was about to cross a line. “Can I ask one more thing?”

      “Sure.”

      “Is there something going on between you and Damon? Because ...” He cocked his head and gave Jason a knowing glance. Maybe if Jason knew that Ricky knew about them, he would tell him a little more.

      “I’m as confused as you are,” Jason said with a sigh.

       He sounded so genuine; Ricky had no idea how to respond. “Oh.”

      “I ...” Jason dragged a hand through his hair. A single, loud knock on the door made them both jump.

      “Boss, it’s Damon.”

      Jason reached for the door with a look of relief that Ricky felt too. “What did you find?”

      Damon shrugged. “Not a damn thing. I checked every level, and I don’t see anything amiss. I’ll have to take a look at the security footage later, but my guess is that someone cleaning up downstairs, left through the back door, and failed to pull it tight behind them like they’re supposed to.”

      “Downstairs?” Ricky tilted his head, hoping they would at least admit there was a dungeon downstairs if he prodded them a little. “Why was someone cleaning up down there? I thought that was all just storage.”

      Damon glanced at Jason, and they seemed to have some sort of silent communication.

      “Some of it is …” Jason said after a pause. “Some of it’s used for—for private events.”

      “Private events?” Damn it, Jason was trying to hide the dungeon, but Ricky had no idea why. It’s not as if kink was something to be ashamed of. Especially in Boystown. Most places were pretty open about it. Top to Bottom was a well-known leather club just a block down Halstead.

      “There’s an event space downstairs that’s limited to some very exclusive clients,” Jason explained. “It’s not open to the public, and you are now one of very few employees of mine who work upstairs who know about it.”

      Oh well, they could keep their secrets if they really wanted to. Ricky supposed if their clientele was rich and powerful, that explained the discretion. “I guess that’s something else I’m not supposed to talk about?” Ricky was mostly amused.

      “Correct.” Damon shot a glance at Jason that spoke volumes, and Jason continued. “I told Ricky about the problem with the employee who had someone dangerous come back from their past. I explained we’re taking care of it but that we’ll need his discretion on the matter.”

      “Ahh.”

      Ricky held his hands up, palms out. “These lips are zipped.” He was about 99.9% sure there was a whole lot more going on than either of them were ever going to tell him, but he did trust that whatever it was, they’d be able to handle it. And it wasn’t Ricky’s place to blab their secrets, especially when other people were involved.

      “Thank you for your discretion.” Damon gestured to the door. “Can I walk you to your dressing room, and then out to your car just to be on the safe side?” It didn’t really sound like a question, but Ricky nodded, ready to be done with the whole cloak and dagger routine. It had been a very weird morning already.

      “Uh, sure. Thanks, Damon. See you, Jason.”

      “Have a good day, Ricky.”

      “Thanks.”

      Damon walked silently beside Ricky as they headed to his dressing room. “Sorry I interrupted earlier.”

      “It’s fine, Mr. Chavez. You had no way of knowing we were dealing with something major this morning.”

      “It does seem like a whole lot going on for an early Sunday morning,” Ricky admitted.

      Damon chuckled. “I guess so. Jason and I are always up this late after a Saturday night, though. Neither of us has been to bed yet, but that’s not unusual.”

      “So you two are ...”

      “Working together to help an employee with a problem,” Damon said firmly. “That’s all.”

      “I don’t mean to pry, but that sounded like a hell of a lot more than a working relationship,” Ricky pointed out.

      Damon cleared his throat. “It’s ... whatever you heard was something that shouldn’t have happened. Mr. Nelson is my boss, and I never meant to cross a line.”

      Ricky was pretty damn sure if Jason and Damon had that kind of chemistry, keeping things professional was never going to last. But what did Ricky know? He hadn’t had any idea that Damon and Jason were into each other at all, much less that they were kinky. And he wasn’t in the habit of meddling in his co-worker’s relationships anyway. Damon stopped in front of the dressing room door.

      “I’ll grab my stuff as quickly as I can,” Ricky said.

      “Take your time.” Damon leaned up against the wall across from the dressing room in a pose that might have looked casual if it weren’t for the alert look in his eyes. Something very weird is happening here at the club, Ricky thought as he reached for a garment bag.

      It took Ricky about fifteen minutes to pick out which dresses he wanted to wear and pack the accessories, makeup, and wigs he needed. Damon helped him carry it, and as they walked toward the back of the club, he gave Ricky a perplexed look. “So what did you need all this for on a Sunday morning anyway? You opening a drag queen church?”

      Ricky laughed. “No. My boyfriend is doing a photo shoot of me dressed as Rosie.”

      Damon gave him a curious look. “Is he any good?”

      “Yeah, he’s very talented,” Ricky said.

      “You might want to let Jason know about that,” Damon said. “He might want to use them for promotional stuff.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ricky said. “I hadn’t considered it, but I’ll see if Ian would be interested, then talk to Jason.”

      “So how’d you meet your boyfriend? Ian, you said?”

      Ricky smiled. “Here, actually. He’s the guy we stashed in my dressing room back in November.”

      Damn gave him a small smile. “Makes sense. He sure looked smitten with you that night.”

      “The feeling is very mutual,” Ricky said. “Trust me.”

      “I’m happy for you.” Damon pushed open the back door, then peered out. As they walked down the alleyway toward Ricky’s car, he seemed on high alert, scanning everything around them with a worried frown.

      “I’m not trying to be nosy about this but is this problem with one of our employees something I need to be worried about personally?” Ricky asked as he unlocked his backseat and carefully set the wig stand inside.

      “No.” Damon’s tone was firm. “Jason and I will handle it today, and that should be the end of it.”

      “Okay.” Ricky straightened, then took the dresses from Damon’s hands, carefully hanging them on the back of the seat. “I trust you guys. And I promise I won’t say anything to anyone.”

      “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        LAKEVIEW EAST, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      “Hey, gorgeous, I’m home,” Ian called out later that morning.

      “In here,” Rosie responded. She’d set up a temporary makeup station on Ian’s dining table. It had lots of natural lighting, and she could really spread out. She patted her wig. Not bad at all. It had taken two trips out to the car, and the concierge had given Ricky a very weird look on the way up. But that was hardly something new.

      When Ian walked in the dining room, he grinned at her. “Well, hi there, Rosie.”

      “Hi.” Rosie blew him a kiss. “Missed you.”

      “Missed you too.” Ian placed a careful kiss on the top of her wig. “I’m going to grab some food before we get started.”

      “Sounds good.” Rosie began packing the makeup back into the silver train case as Ian disappeared into the kitchen.

      “You look amazing, by the way.” Ian glanced over the door of the refrigerator. “Seriously.”

      “Why, thank you. I do try.”

      Ten minutes later, Ian sat down across from Rosie. “Did you have to run to your place to get all this? I didn’t see it when I left this morning.” Ricky had gotten home late last night, and Ian had already been asleep when he’d come in.

      “No, I forgot to bring it home last night,” Rosie said. “Thankfully, Jason was there this morning, so I was able to swing by and pick it up.”

      Or maybe not thankfully. The encounter at the club had been very odd.

      Ian gave her a little frown. “You have the weirdest expression on your face right now. Was there a problem there?”

      Rosie hesitated. “Yes and no.”

      “Okay ...” Ian shoveled in a bite of turkey taco salad and beans.

      “There’s something going on at the club.” Rosie sighed, unsure how to explain it to Ian without betraying the promises he’d made. “There’s an issue with an employee there that clearly has Jason and Damon concerned.”

      “Jason?”

      “The club owner. And Damon’s the head of club security. The one who helped stash you in my dressing room the night we met.”

      “Yeah, I remember him.” Ian gave Rosie a puzzled look. “So what’s the problem with the employee?”

      “I can’t say. Honestly, I don’t know what it really is. Neither of them explained much. I just know there’s an issue, and they’re dealing with it, and they asked me not to say anything else to anyone. Sorry. Even if I knew more, I couldn’t tell you.”

      Ian’s frown deepened. “Wait, do you trust these guys because that sounds super shady ...”

      “I do,” Rosie said firmly. “I really do trust them.” Though the money thing had been weird. People didn’t carry around wads of cash in briefcases for things that were on the up-and-up, did they? Ugh. But just because it was something a little shady didn’t necessarily mean it was bad. There were lots of morally gray areas. What if the employee owed money to a loan shark or the mob, and Jason was paying off the debt? Or maybe you’ve been reading too many thrillers, Rosie thought with a rueful little internal laugh.

      “You’d tell me if it was anything dangerous, right?”

      “Yes. And they assured me it’s nothing I need to worry about,” Rosie said firmly. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “Okay.” Ian leaned forward and rested his hand on Rosie’s arm. “Because I care about you, and I know you’re tough and can take care of yourself, but I want to look out for you too.”

      “Thank you,” Rosie said, completely sincere. It had been a long time since anyone had walked that fine line between respecting her and looking out for her. “Now, finish your lunch, baby. I’m all dolled up, and it’s about time you took pictures of me.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ian said. He dug into his food and finished it in a couple more bites. “Give me a few. I’ll go brush my teeth, then grab my camera, and I’ll be ready for Miss Rosie.”
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        * * *

      

      “All right, Mr. DeMille, I'm ready for my close-up,” Rosie said in a breathy voice a few minutes later as she lounged in the doorway of the living room, vamping it up.

      Ian grinned. “I believe that’s Mr. Harrington to you.”

      Rosie laughed. “I’m not sure Cecil B. DeMille would have approved of a drag Norma in Sunset Boulevard.”

      “He’s missing out.” Ian wrapped his hands around Rosie’s waist and pulled her closer. “Because you would have knocked him dead.”

      Rosie scowled, pretending to be mad. “I hope you’re not comparing my age to Gloria Swanson, honey.”

      “Uh, no. Definitely not.”

      “Good answer.”

      “Now, get your pretty little butt in the living room. You are the sexiest and most gorgeous thing I have ever seen,” Ian said with a little growl. “And if you don’t get in there now, I’ll forget we’re supposed to be taking pictures.”

      Rosie scampered in the living room as fast as her high heels would take her and struck a pose.

      As much as she’d enjoyed posing for photos as Ricky yesterday, it was even better today as Rosie. She got to indulge in every vampy instinct she had.

      Stretched out on the sofa. Coyly sipping a drink. Peering over her shoulder with her hair covering some of her face. Doing every possible thing to tease and torment Ian in the process. He was clearly enjoying it too, but after a while, he lowered the camera.

      “Are you up for going on the rooftop deck and doing some more photos there?”

      “Are you?” Rosie asked with an arched eyebrow.

      “Yes.” Ian’s answer was swift and sure.

      It was a relief. There was always this thread of fear running through Rosie that at some point, she’d be too much of an embarrassment for Ian to handle. But when they left the apartment, he tucked her arm in the crook of his elbow and escorted her to the elevator. When it opened to reveal a wide-eyed man and his wife, Ian merely nodded hello and chivalrously escorted Rosie inside.

      Rosie felt like she was glowing with pleasure as they stepped out onto the rooftop deck. Though the gesture was small, it meant a lot.

      “It’s pretty windy,” Ian said with an apologetic look. “Sorry. I’ll try to make it quick.”

      “It’s okay.” Rosie snuggled into the faux fur she wore. “I’ll be cozy enough if we stay in the sun.”

      “Perfect.”

      It was a December day. Though fairly warm and sunny for this time of year, it was chilly. No one else was up there, though, which was ideal. “Where do you want me?” Rosie asked.

      Ian pointed at the concrete wall that ringed the space. “Over there, up against the wall. I should be able to get a nice view of the lake behind you.”

      She spread her arms wide and leaned back, giving the camera a coquettish smile. She let her hair fly out in an arc as she peered over her shoulder.

      “Fuck, that’s good. Just like that!” Ian called out.

      Rosie held it until Ian directed her to move, then preened and posed for her boyfriend. It was ... liberating to do this. Now that she knew he was equally interested in Ricky, she felt light and happy at exploring this part of herself with Ian again.

      Ian pressed her back against the high cement wall after a while. “I love this.” He was so hard, and if he kept that up, he was going to make things very uncomfortable for Rosie. “So much.”

      “Me too.”

      “God, I need you,” Ian said. His voice was a low rumble.

      “I need you too.” Rosie snuggled closer. “I think you should take me down to your place and have your way with me.”

      “Do you want to get out of the drag before we have sex?” Ian whispered ten minutes later when they stood inside Ian’s apartment again. “I’d love to fuck you as Rosie again, but if it’ll make you uncomfortable, tell me.”

      Rosie smiled and touched his cheek. “Today, you can have Rosie. Just give me a minute.”

      “I don’t want to mess up your dress.” Ian ran his hands along Rosie’s hips. “Maybe you should be on top.”

      “Okay,” Rosie agreed. She kicked off her shoes. She’d tried riding a guy with them on once and had mostly succeeded in digging them into the back of her thighs, which wasn’t fun or sexy at all. “Give me a few minutes?”

      Rosie hurried through the routine of untucking, and once again, that action brought Ricky back into his head, but this time, the balance between being Ricky and Rosie didn’t throw him so much. It was okay. He could be both. He could be everything he was and everything Ian wanted.

      He sashayed back into the bedroom with a smile and a hard-on that pushed up at the front of the silky gown.

      “Fuck.” Ian looked him up and down. “That is so sexy.”

      “Thank you, baby,” Ricky purred. “Now, get yourself ready while I do the same.” He flipped Ian a condom, then reached for the lube. A few minutes later, he sank down over Ian with a groan of pleasure. “Mmm, you feel so good.”

      “So you do.” Ian slid the slippery fabric out of the way and gave Ricky a heated glance up and down his body. “And you look just as good.”

      With a palm firmly planted in the middle of his chest, Ricky pushed Ian onto his back with a coy little smile. “You just let me take care of you.”

      Ian grinned as he raised his bent arms to prop his head on his hands. “I’ll agree to that.”

      Ricky had never felt sexier as he raised and lowered over Ian’s cock, feeling the thick press of it inside him. And from the look that Ian kept giving him, he thought Ricky was sexy too. It heightened everything until Ricky felt so flushed with heat he could hardly stand it. He pressed both palms to Ian’s taut abs and rocked his hips over him.

      “Fuck!” Ian said between clenched teeth. “I don’t know how much longer I can take this.”

      “You’re going to take it until I come all over you,” Ricky teased. “And you’re going to love every second of it.”

      “I sure as hell am. Maybe we should film this sometime,” Ian said with a low groan. “You on top of me, taking my dick.”

      “Mmmm. I’d try that.” Ricky rose and fell over him. “Then you could fuck me sometime while we watch it.”

      The moan Ian let out left Ricky no doubt as to what he thought of the idea. “Fuck, yes.” His grip tightened on Ricky’s waist. “You are so sexy this way. I want you to see that.”

      Ian wrapped a hand around Ricky’s cock and stroked. “Come for me, gorgeous. I want you to come all over me, please.”

      How could Ricky resist Ian asking so nicely? Ricky closed his eyes and let himself get swept up in the orgasm as he shot all over Ian’s abs.

      Ricky was shaking as he slowly came down, and when he opened his eyes, all he could see was the look in Ian’s eyes. It was so intense it made Ricky gasp.

      “Ian?” Ricky trailed his fingertips across Ian’s cheek. Ian captured his hand and pressed a kiss to Ricky’s palm.

      “I love you,” Ian whispered. “God, I love so much. Ricky, Rosie, all of you.” It was the first time anyone had ever said those words, and Ricky thought his heart might burst with all of the feeling flooding it. Love, tenderness … appreciation for the man who finally, finally saw all of whom Ricky was. Every tiny piece of him.

      “I love you too. I love you so much,” Ricky whispered back. It was almost more than he could manage to speak aloud and more than he could ever explain, but he knew if didn’t say it, he’d burst.

      Ian sat up and pulled Ricky in tight. Ricky almost opened his mouth to gently chastise Ian for messing up his dress when he felt Ian’s heart pounding against him as he rested his head on Ricky’s shoulder. Instead, Ricky ran his fingers through Ian’s hair and cradled him close.

      Who gave a shit that the dress was going to need to go to the cleaners and a wig would take an hour to untangle? How the hell could Ricky be bothered to care when there was a gorgeous man underneath him who loved him?

      It was all Ricky had ever wanted, and now that he had Ian, he had no intention of letting him go.
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December 5, 2013 – Lincoln Park, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      Ricky’s phone buzzed on his desk. “Ricky Chavez speaking.”

      “Ricky, there are a couple of special guests here for you.”

      Ricky perked up. “Thank you, Cecilia! I’ll be right out.”

      Although Ian was picking up Ricky after practice tonight to take him out to dinner, that wasn’t who was waiting for him. At least, he didn’t think so. According to the reminder he’d set on his phone, today was Mr. and Mrs. Barker’s anniversary celebration. He’d been waiting for this day for nearly a month.

      “Happy Anniversary!” Ricky said a few minutes later as he rounded the corner of the check-in desk. “Congratulations to you both! Twenty years. That is just wonderful.”

      Mrs. Barker gave him a beaming smile. “Oh, thank you, Ricky.” She pulled him in for a hug, which he willingly returned. “You are just the sweetest thing.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Earl shook Ricky’s hand, the pleasant rumble of his bass tones making Ricky smile. He always wondered if the man could sing. “My wife says you have quite the celebration planned for us.”

      “I didn’t do much.” Ricky beamed at him. “Your wife had all of the good ideas. I just did a little of the legwork.”

      “She’s one of a kind, isn’t she?”

      “She sure is,” Ricky agreed.

      He pulled Mrs. Barker aside. He spoke under his breath. “In your room, there are some very special treats I was able to track down.”

      She let out a little squeal, then leaned in to whisper, “You found the caramels?”

      “I did!”

      “Oh, Ricky you are a gem,” she gushed. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Good thing you’re never going to have to find out!” he said. “I’m not planning to go anywhere.”

      Although, he wondered. Would Ian’s swimming training always keep him in Chicago? And if he had to move, would Ricky be willing to go with him?
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        * * *

      

      Ricky spotted Ian the moment he walked into the lobby of The Park. Ian waved at him from across the space and gave him a little wink.

      “One minute,” Ricky mouthed. Ian nodded before dropping into a nearby chair, pulling out his phone.

      Cecelia sidled up to him. “Who is that?”

      “That would be my boyfriend. Ian Harrington.”

      “The one who sent the flowers?”

      Ricky smiled. He didn’t mean to be smug, but he was too happy not to be a tiny bit proud that he’d snagged a hot man who bought him gorgeous flowers. “That’s the one.”

      “Damn, Ricky.” Cecilia shook her head as she stared at Ian. “He is fine.”

      “Mmmhmm,” he said with a contented little sigh. “I am one lucky bitch.”

      “You are. I’m super jealous of you.”

      Ricky laughed. “Tell me about it. If it weren’t happening to me, I’d be green with envy.”

      She nudged him with her elbow. “But it is. So enjoy it.”

      “Believe me. I am.”

      “What’s he doing here tonight?”

      “Picking me up so we can go to dinner. We’re going to The Fox House.”

      “Swanky.”

      “Tell me about it.” It was a very high-end restaurant near The Loop. Ricky glanced at his watch. “But my shift is up, I see Gregg is here, and I’m going to do my best to get out of here on time.”

      After briefing the night manager on a few things he needed to know, Ricky logged out of the computer for the evening and retrieved his belongings.

      “Have fun at dinner with your boyfriend,” Cecelia said.

      “If it were just that, I would.” Ricky made a face. “But I’m meeting his brother tonight. You should probably wish me luck.”

      Cecelia grimaced too. “Good luck!”

      Nerves fluttered in Ricky’s stomach as he crossed the lobby. When Ian had told him Chase was in Chicago for a few days for work and suggested the three of them grab dinner, Ricky had felt both flattered and anxious. Now he was just anxious.

      “Hey there.” Ian’s face lit up as Ricky approached. He stood and leaned in to give Ricky a kiss on the cheek. “Mmm, you look great.”

      “Thanks. You too.” Ricky smoothed his hands across the lapels of Ian’s navy-blue suit jacket. He wore it with a crisp white shirt, open at the collar, and gray houndstooth trousers. Ricky straightened the little red pocket square tucked in Ian’s jacket and noticed Ian wore his father’s watch. He’d told Ricky he’d started wearing it recently for good luck.

      Ricky had gone more conservative in a dark gray suit, blue shirt, and a subtly patterned pewter and blue tie. The last thing he wanted was for Chase to find him too flashy.

      “You ready to go?” Ian asked. He gently pressed a hand to Ricky’s back.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Ian shrugged. “You’re amazing. If he doesn’t see that he’s an idiot.”

      “Yeah, but he’s your brother. I want to impress him.”

      “I know.”

      Since the hotel wasn’t busy at the moment, the valets had allowed Ian to park out front at the curb, and Ian held the door of his shiny sports car open for Ricky with a chivalrous flourish.

      But after Ian got in and started the vehicle, he hesitated and looked over at Ricky. “There’s just one thing.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?” Ricky asked apprehensively.

      “Can you not mention the drag to Chase?”

      Ricky froze. “Uh, I guess.” It went against everything he felt comfortable doing, but he didn’t want to disappoint Ian, either.

      “I’m sorry.” Ian’s shoulders slumped. “He’s just ... kinda conservative, and I don’t know what he’ll say. I’d rather avoid a fight. Because if he said something shitty to you or about you, I’d have to punch him in the face, and ...”

      “Well, when you put it that way.” Ricky sighed. He didn’t like this. It felt incredibly uncomfortable in fact, but he could also see where Ian was coming from. The last thing Ricky wanted was to come between Ian and his brother. His only family.

      “I really am sorry.”

      “I know. I wish you’d said something before now, though. It makes me a little uncomfortable that you’re blindsiding me this way. We don’t even really have time to talk about it properly.”

      “Shit. I didn’t mean to blindside you. I went back and forth about it, and ...” He fiddled with the watch.

      “It’s okay.” Ricky reached out and took Ian’s hand. “I’m not mad.”

      “But you’re not happy.”

      “I’m not thrilled.” He smiled at Ian. “But I’m not trying to start a fight. We can talk more tonight after dinner, but for now, I’ll just focus on meeting your brother as Ricky. We’ll discuss the rest later.”

      “I’m sure once he gets to know you, he’ll love you, and we can work it into a conversation then.”

      “Sure.” Ricky managed a smile. “You’re probably right.”
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      Chase Harrington was waiting in the high-rise lobby as Ricky and Ian arrived. He was as good looking as his brother, and the resemblance between them was strong, though Chase was an inch or two shorter with darker, slicked-back hair. He wore black-rimmed glasses and his charcoal suit was impeccably tailored to his muscular frame.

      The brothers hugged, then Ian took a step back and introduced them.

      “Chase, this is my boyfriend, Ricky Chavez. Ricky, my brother, Chase Harrington.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ricky.” Chase’s handshake was brief and firm and his gaze assessing as he looked Ricky up and down.

      “You as well.” Ricky met his scrutiny without flinching, but there was very little warmth coming from Chase. That didn’t bode well.

      “I’ll let them know we’re here,” Chase said.

      Ian rubbed his palm across Ricky’s back as Chase checked in with the hostess of The Fox House, and a few minutes later, they were seated at a small table on the far side of the dining room.

      After they’d ordered drinks and appetizers, Chase gave Ricky a tight smile.

      “So, Ricky. Ian said you two met at a club in Boystown?”

      “Uh, yes.” Ricky cleared his throat. “We did.”

      “Did you know who he was before you started talking?”

      Ricky let out a surprised laugh. Wow. Okay. Clearly, Chase was going the direct route. “No. I don’t follow sports at all.”

      “So what made you decide to talk to Ian?”

      “I didn’t really decide anything,” Ricky said, baffled by the aggressive questioning. “A mutual friend introduced us.”

      “Do you remember Lowell Prescott?” Ian asked. “He’s the one who introduced us.”

      “No. Though the name Prescott sounds familiar.”

      “Lowell went to Thornton Prep with me. He graduated the year ahead of me. His dad owns Prescott Helmets. They make helmets for the NFL and the NHL.”

      “Oh, right. I do vaguely remember that. I don’t remember your friend Lowell specifically, though.”

      “Well, we weren’t super close in high school, but we’ve gotten to know each other since.”

      Chase turned his attention back to Ricky. “And how do you know Lowell?”

      “I’m a manager at a boutique hotel in Lincoln Park. I met him there.”

      “Do you regularly befriend your customers and ask them to set you up on dates?” The sneer in Chase’s voice made Ricky bristle, but he forced himself to take a deep breath.

      “No, I don’t,” Ricky said as pleasantly as he could manage. His work experience was certainly paying off tonight. “But Lowell is a rare exception. He saved my life once, and I’ll always be grateful for that.” Though Chase hid his surprise quickly, it was clear Ricky’s words had startled him. Ricky continued, trying to skirt around most of what had happened that night while still remaining truthful. “And to be clear, Lowell didn’t so much set Ian and I up as much as mention he knew us both. We started talking, and it became clear we had a lot in common.”

      “A Hispanic hotel manager who doesn’t watch sports and a young Olympic hopeful athlete. Yes, I can see where you’d have so much in common.” Chase’s tone was pleasant, but his words were anything but.

      “What the fuck, Chase?” Ian said furiously. “You’re being rude.”

      No wonder Ian had suggested he avoid talking about his drag. Chase clearly had a chip on his shoulder about ... something. Ricky wasn’t quite sure what. His ethnicity? His career? His age? Maybe all of it.

      “For the record”—Ricky smiled pleasantly—“Hispanic refers to people who speak Spanish and/or are descended from Spanish-speaking populations while Latino refers to people who are from or descended from people from Latin America. I am technically both, as I speak Spanish and my grandparents came from Mexico, but do be careful making that assumption. You wouldn’t want to put your foot in it at the wrong moment.”

      There was an edge to Ricky’s words, and they clearly hit home because Chase blanched. Ian reached under the table to pat Ricky’s leg. Ricky glanced at him out of the corner of his eye to see if Ian was annoyed and warning him to cool it, but the daggers in Ian’s gaze were all for his brother.

      “Jesus, Chase, don’t be a dick,” Ian said, sounding utterly disgusted. “There are a shitload of things Ricky and I have in common, like old movies and a love of photography. We also have a ton of mutual friends whom we met through Lowell. I know on the surface, we’re pretty different but don’t act as if it’s impossible that this could work. I love you, but I love Ricky too, and I’m not going to sit here and watch you act like an asshole to him, okay? If you keep this up, I will walk out.”

      Chase winced. “I’m sorry.”

      “You better be sorry. And Ricky’s the one who deserves the apology, not me.”

      Chase turned to face Ricky. “I am sorry. I’m just trying to look out for my brother.”

      An apology with qualifications like that wasn’t much of an apology, but Ricky would take what he could get at the moment. He nodded. “Perhaps we can start over.”

      Chase cleared his throat. “I’d like that.”

      “How’s Amanda?” Ian asked. Ricky had no idea who that was. Chase’s girlfriend, maybe?

      “I’m not sure, to be honest.” Chase set his fork down. “We broke up a few months ago.”

      Yep, definitely a girlfriend.

      “Oh, man, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. She had a job opportunity in D.C. she couldn’t pass up. It was the logical choice.”

      Logical choice. How cold-blooded. Well, that didn’t really surprise Ricky. Chase seemed very cool all around, and Ricky didn’t mean that in a complimentary way. Appetizers arrived and after they’d all taken a few bites, Chase set down his fork and looked at Ian. 

      “How’s your training going?”

      “It’s going well.”

      “How are you doing with Coach Schultz?”

      Ian shifted in his seat. “It’s all right.”

      “What do you mean, all right? He’s the best coach in the Midwest. That’s why you followed him to Lakeview, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I know he is. He’s just a lot different than he used to be.”

      “You’re a grown man, Ian,” Chase said. “He’s not going to hold your hand anymore like he did when you were twelve. You’re training to become an Olympian. You can’t expect it to be easy.”

      “I’m not asking for easy. I’m asking for a coach who doesn’t act like a dick all the time. Who doesn’t call all of us sissies and girls. You know how awful he was to Andy before he died.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t take it so personally. And you never should have gotten involved with Andy in the first place. It’s distracting. All relationships are distracting right now.”

      “Oh, that was fucking subtle, Chase,” Ian said furiously as he reached out and gripped Ricky’s hand tightly. “My relationship with Andy didn’t distract me then, and my relationship with Ricky isn’t distracting me now. I haven’t missed a single practice. My times are fine. What more do you want?”

      “Fine isn’t going to get you to the Olympics, Ian. You need to be extraordinary. And you know damn well you haven’t been at the top of your game this year.”

      Ian sighed. “I’m doing my best, Chase.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Look, I don’t care if you’re annoyed with me and with your Coach for pushing you. We have the same goals. If you can’t motivate yourself otherwise, use your annoyance with us to fuel you.”

      “Unlike you, I don’t have to get pissed off to do well,” Ian snapped. “I’m capable of motivating myself, thanks.”

      “Ian ...”

      “You’re not my coach or Mom and Dad. You can lay off right now.”

      Chase went white. “Well, Mom and Dad aren’t around, are they? I’m the closest thing you’ve got.”

      Shit. This dinner was going off the rails completely. Ricky stifled the urge to put his head in his hands and pretend as if this wasn’t happening.

      Chase shot Ricky a tight smile. “I’m sorry. You know how it is with siblings.”

      “Not really,” Ricky said. “My two sisters have always been very supportive of dr—anything I do.” Shit. He’d nearly slipped. Ian glanced at him out of the corner of his eye.

      Ricky tried to apologize with a look. He’d be more careful from here on out. He cleared his throat. “Look, I think you two need a minute to discuss things. I’ll go use the restroom. If the waiter comes, tell him I’ll have the sea scallops.” He set his napkin on the table next to the roasted beet salad he’d hardly touched. “Please excuse me, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Of course,” Chase said stiffly.

      Ian gave Ricky a pleading look as he stood, but Ricky just patted his shoulder and walked away from the table. When he reached the bathroom, he looked at his reflection in the mirror and sighed.

      “You must really love this guy if you’re willing to put up with this shit,” Ricky muttered under his breath. But there was no denying he did. He was crazy about Ian.

      Too bad Chase didn’t seem impressed at all. It was pretty clear Chase and Ian had issues of their own that had nothing to do with Ricky whatsoever, but it didn’t make Ricky hopeful that the rest of the dinner would go any more smoothly.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure he’s not after you for the money?” Chase said the minute Ricky was gone.

      “What the fuck?” Ian asked. “Are you seriously asking me that?”

      “Just answer the question, Ian.”

      “Of course not! Ricky is amazing. He’s never asked for a single thing from me. He has a nice place in Edgewater, a great job he loves, and he doesn’t give a flying fuck about my money,” Ian said furiously. “I don’t know if you’re being racist or what, but it’s gross.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Chase said. “Of course, I’m not. I have no problem with his heritage.”

      “Because that comment earlier was pretty fucking tactless.”

      “I’m sorry.” Chase sighed. “The moment it came out, I realized I’d made a mistake.”

      “You should apologize.”

      “I already did.”

      “You should apologize to him. Properly.”

      “It’s that important to you?”

      “That you not treat my boyfriend like crap? Yeah. Pretty high on my list of priorities, actually.”

      “Swimming better be at the top.”

      “It is! Jesus, why are you questioning this all of a sudden?”

      “Because I want to be sure you’re not letting a relationship get in the way of your training. This is the first serious relationship you’ve had, and I want you to stay focused. After your friend—”

      “Andy.”

      “—Andy died, you lost some momentum.”

      “Imagine that.” Ian’s tone was filled with sarcasm. “I was mourning losing my best friend, and I couldn’t focus as well on my fucking swimming.”

      “I just don’t want to see you falter. You have so much potential, Ian. I don’t want you to squander that.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good.”

      “He reminds me of your friend Andy a bit, actually,” Chase said.

      “Who? Ricky?”

      “Yes.”

      Ian frowned. “In what way?”

      “Obviously not their looks but their ... mannerisms, I suppose.”

      “Their mannerisms?”

      “You know. They’re both quite ...” Chase trailed off, but Ian continued to stare at him, eyebrow raised, waiting to see if he’d finish that thought. And how far into the hole he dug when he did. Chase cleared his throat. “They’re both just very ...”

      “Very what?” Ian asked flatly.

      “Well, for being a competitive swimmer, Andy never came across as very, uh, sporty.”

      Sporty undoubtedly being code for masculine. Ian stifled a sigh. “Andy was who he was and so is Ricky. I liked them both.”

      “I liked Andy too, and Ricky seems ... nice,” Chase said, sounding a little defensive. “I’m not knocking your choice in men. I just don’t understand it.”

      “The thing is you don’t have to understand it,” Ian said, sounding a lot calmer than he felt. “You just have to support me.”

      “I do support you!”

      “If you’re looking down your nose at Ricky, that’s hardly supportive!”

      “I’m not looking down at anyone!” Chase protested. “I’m just trying to make sure you make smart decisions. Not a lot of people have the kind of opportunities that you do, Ian. I just want to be sure you’re not squandering it.”

      “I’m not. It’s like you think that I can’t possibly be in a relationship and be competitive at the same time!”

      “It’s a distraction.”

      “Did you see the times in my last meet? They were pretty fucking good!” When someone at the table nearby glanced their way, Ian realized he was being awfully loud. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “I got your texts with your times. You had one of the best meets you’ve had in a while. I’m just trying to be sure that you have your priorities straight.”

      “Why are you getting on me so hard all of a sudden?”

      “I just want to be sure I’m doing what Mom and Dad would have wanted!”

      “Well, I didn’t come here so you could give me shit about my swimming career,” Ian snapped. “I came so you could meet my boyfriend, and all you’ve done is say classist and racially insensitive things. It’s not a good look on you, Chase.”

      He flinched, as if Ian had struck a nerve. Well, good. Chase was exceptionally appearance-conscious, and he liked to maintain a façade of being “woke” and being one of the good guys. Maybe a dose of reality would be good for him.

      “How many times do I need to apologize for that?” Chase said under his breath. “Are you going to keep bringing that up until we’re both dead?”

      “It’s been like twenty minutes! But unless I see some real change, yeah, probably.”

      Chase let out an aggravated sigh. “Knowing you, you probably will.”

      “Guess there’s only one solution. Stop being an asshole.”

      Chase pressed his fingers to his temples, took a deep breath, and then looked Ian in the eye. “Look, Ian, I’m sorry. I’m dealing with some things in my personal life that have me a little on edge. I shouldn’t be taking it out on you or your boyfriend, but …”

      Ian frowned, some of his irritation with his brother dissipating. “What kind of personal things?”

      Chase opened his mouth as if he was about to say something, then closed it as Ricky approached the table, slipping into the seat beside Ian. He looked between them like he could feel the tension emanating from them both. Then again, astronauts on the International Space Station could probably sense it.

      Thankfully, a waiter materialized next to them. “Do you have any questions about our entrees or are you ready to place your order now?”

      They placed their orders but the tension around the table remained thick and choking after he walked away.

      “Ricky,” Chase said.

      “Yes?” Ricky had a smile on his face, but it looked strained. Ian rested a hand on Ricky’s thigh under the table again, feeling the tension in his muscles. Ian had been hopeful this would be a nice dinner, but apparently, that wasn’t going to happen.

      “I apologize if what I said earlier was rude,” Chase said. “I didn’t mean to be. Ian and I clearly have some things we need to work on, but I didn’t mean to pull you into it.”

      “I get it,” Ricky said. “You’re looking out for your brother, and that’s been your role for a while. I’m not upset about that. But to imply I have some sort of ulterior motive with Ian is ridiculous. I like him, plain and simple. I’d like him whether or not he lived in a great apartment in Lakeview or he shared a shitty little place on the South Side with a couple of guys. I wouldn’t care if he was an Olympic hopeful or he was just some college kid with no idea what he wanted to do with his life. I care about Ian because he’s kind and funny, and he’s the first person I’ve ever met who loves me for all of who I am. Who has never treated me as if I’m beneath him in any way. I’d like your approval. It would mean a lot to me because I know it means a lot to Ian, but whether we have it or not, it’s not going to stop me from being with him. I will be here for your brother as long he wants me in his life.”

      Chase sat there for a moment, a stunned look on his face. A genuinely remorseful look crossed his face, and he leaned forward. “I am sorry, Ricky. I underestimated you, and I had you pegged completely wrong. I ...” He sighed. “I don’t tell a lot of people about this, but maybe it’ll help you understand why I was so concerned. A couple years ago, I was engaged to someone who had me completely fooled. I thought she genuinely loved me and wanted to spend the rest of her life with me, but when I asked her to sign a prenup, she said no. It all came tumbling down after that, and I found out that the vast majority of our relationship had been a sham. I didn’t want to see the same thing happen to Ian.”

      “Of course, you don’t,” Ricky said.

      Ian could hear the sympathy in his voice for Chase, which made Ian love him even more. He was trying to see things from Chase’s perspective, even though Chase didn’t really deserve it. Although, Ian still felt awful about what had happened with Chase’s former fiancée. He couldn’t imagine how heartbreaking that must have been for Chase to learn that about someone he’d loved.

      Ricky continued. “I’m sorry to hear about your previous relationship. I understand why you’re looking out for your brother. I can’t imagine what it must have taken for you to help raise Ian after your parents died. That must have been incredibly hard. But please don’t let your protectiveness over him alienate you from him. If you’re not careful, it will.”

      Chase blinked. “I ...” He let out a heavy sigh. “You’re right. I’ll be more careful in the future. Hopefully, we can reach a truce.”

      “I’d like that,” Ricky said. “Because I have no intention of going anywhere.”

      Ian squeezed his thigh again. God, how had he gotten so lucky to find someone like Ricky?

      “Can you accept my apology?” Chase asked. “Not only for implying you were after my brother for his money but for the, uh, racially insensitive remark. I didn’t intend it that way, and I certainly didn’t mean to imply that your heritage had anything to do with why I was concerned about your relationship.”

      Ricky nodded. “Let’s try to forget it ever happened.”

      “I’d like that.”

      The rest of dinner passed much more pleasantly, and after the entree plates were cleared, the waiter asked, “Would anyone like anything else? Dessert? Coffee? Another drink?”

      “No, thank you,” Chase said while Ricky said no as well.

      “I’m all set, thanks.” Ian smiled at the waiter.

      “You can bring the bill,” Chase said.

      When the waiter left, they made small talk until he returned, and Chase paid. Ian and Ricky thanked him for dinner, then stood to leave. Chase followed, and they paused in the lobby out front.

      Chase held out his hand. “It was nice meeting you, Ricky. And I am genuinely sorry about my, uh, comments earlier.”

      “Apology accepted,” Ricky said, returning the gesture. “And I’m glad I had a chance to meet you, as well.”

      Chase and Ian hugged while Ian tried to remember he really did love his brother, even if he wanted to strangle him sometimes. “See you at Christmas?” Chase asked.

      Ian nodded. “I’ll book my flights soon.”

      “I love you,” Chase said.

      “I love you too.” Ian’s tone was a little more grudging.

      “Have a good night.”

      “G’night,” Ian echoed. He turned to leave, and Ricky followed suit. They were silent until they reached the sidewalk. Ian handed the tag to a valet.

      “Well, we survived,” Ricky joked.

      “I guess.” Ian let out a tired groan. “God, I’m annoyed with him.”

      Ricky sighed. “It happens.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s okay.”

      “Of course, it doesn’t. But it probably won’t be the last time.” He grimaced. “I’m sorry I nearly slipped and mentioned my drag.”

      “It’s fine. You caught yourself in time.” Ian glanced over at him. “Do you want to head back to my place now?”

      “Sure.” But Ricky suddenly seemed a million miles away.

      Ian felt a wave of guilt wash over him. How long could Ian really expect Ricky to keep silent about his drag? If they had any chance at a future together, how could he ask Ricky to continue to hide a huge portion of who he was?
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      “What on earth happened here?” Ricky glanced around the apartment as he pushed open the door. It looked like a tornado had gone through.

      Ian looked up. “I’m sorting through my swim bag for the meet tomorrow. It was starting to smell gross, so I wanted to throw it in the wash.”

      “Ahh.” Ricky carefully picked his way through the debris. Ian reached out and snatched a pair of goggles out of the way. “I wasn’t going to step on them,” Ricky said, amused. “I’m sure they’re very expensive.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Ian sat back on his heels. “It’s ...” He cleared his throat. “They were Andy’s.”

      “Ohh.” Ricky let out a soft sound of understanding. “I’ll be extra careful around them, then.”

      Ian gave him a faint smile. “Thanks.”

      Ricky finally made it over to the sofa and took a seat behind Ian. He dug his fingers into Ian’s shoulders. He let out a little sigh, and the tension in them softened. “Want to tell me more about them?”

      “Sure. I’ll talk as long as you keep rubbing.”

      Ricky grinned and pressed a kiss to the back of Ian’s head. “Deal.”

      “You’ve never seen a picture of Andy, have you?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      Ian lifted the picture up so Ricky could see. He gently took it from Ian.

      “Oh, look at that smile,” Ricky said.

      “Yeah, Andy had a great smile.”

      “I meant you.” Ricky squeezed him tighter because he wasn’t sure in the time he’d known Ian if he’d ever seen him smile so freely. “But, yes, Andy had a lovely smile too. And look at that red hair.” He wasn’t classically handsome, but Ricky could see the humor in his eyes and the way he would have grown into himself and been a striking man. Ricky handed the picture back to Ian.

      Ian held up the goggles. “So, Andy had these goggles. They were his favorite pair. He called them his lucky pair because every meet he wore them in, he won.”

      “Makes sense.” Ricky resumed rubbing Ian’s shoulders.

      “So, after he died, I—” There was a hitch in Ian’s breathing. “I kept them. His parents didn’t mind, and these have been my lucky goggles ever since. I don’t wear them to compete, but as long as I have them in my bag, I know Andy’s there with me. I know it’s dumb, but ...”

      Ricky’s eyes watered. It was such a sweet thing. “No, it’s not dumb. It’s not dumb, at all. You loved him.”

      “I did. A lot.”

      Ricky wrapped his arms around Ian, and he shifted back to sit on his butt on the floor, his shoulders between Ricky’s knees. Ricky rubbed his chest for a moment, then squeezed him tight. “It’s okay, you know? If you’re sad and miss him. If you want to cry.”

      “Oh, I’m not afraid to cry,” Ian said with a wet sounding laugh. “I do it all the time when I think about Andy.” He sniffed. “Although, my brother is on me all the damn time about that. Not the crying, so much. He didn’t have a problem with that. Just that I’m not ‘over’ Andy’s death yet.”

      “You’ll never be over it, I don’t think,” Ricky said. “You’re not over your parents’ death, are you?”

      “No, not really. It’s less ... sharp? I guess. I’ve gotten used to the idea.”

      “Yeah, I get that. When Reuben died, I was pretty devastated, but after a while, it began to occupy less and less space in my brain. I didn’t forget him. I still get sad sometimes, but it isn’t as overwhelming.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” Ian said. “But it’s still pretty raw with Andy, you know?”

      “That’s okay,” Ricky assured him. “Take all the time you need.”

      “He would have fucking loved you, you know?”

      The thought made Ricky smile. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Ian gently broke loose from Ricky’s grip as he turned to face him. “He would have been so into the fact you’re a drag queen. He would have grilled you on everything. And he would have just liked you. Who you are as a person. He would have loved how sweet you are. How happy you make me.”

      “Good.” Ricky thought about it. “Reuben would have ... he would have been a little wary of you,” Ricky admitted. “Just at first. He would have been worried I wasn’t making a smart choice.”

      “Because of the way things started between us?”

      “Partly,” Ricky admitted. “Partly because ... well, you are quite a bit younger,” Ricky pointed out. “And I haven’t always made the greatest choices in relationships. He would have been concerned for me. That I wasn’t getting in over my head with someone I couldn’t rely on.” He stroked Ian’s cheek to soften the harsh words.

      “You can, though.” Ian crawled up on the couch, setting the goggles on the arm of the sofa before he pushed Ricky gently back to lie down. “You can rely on me, Ricky.”

      “I know that,” Ricky said. He smiled up at Ian to reassure him. “I know that now. And Reuben would have seen it. He would have just been looking out for me. Like Chase was for you. Maybe a little overprotective sometimes but doing it out of love.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” Ian leaned in and kissed him. “I would have shown him, though.” There was determination in his voice. “I would have proved to both of you that I’m really in this for the long haul.”

      “I know you would have.” Ricky stole a kiss. “Now, I think you better get this bag in the washer so you can take me to bed.”

      “You think so, huh?”

      “Well, it sounds like a good plan to me,” Ricky said with a little laugh.

      “I like it too.” Ian leaned in for another kiss. “Any plan that involves me taking you to bed is a good one in my book.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, after Ian’s bag was washed, the contents that had been strewn around the living room were re-packed, and they’d had sex, they lay snuggled up in bed.

      Ricky thought more about the conversation they’d had earlier. “I talk to him sometimes, you know?”

      “Hmm?” Ian nuzzled closer, pressing his face against Ricky’s neck. His body was warm, and he seemed soft and sleepy. “Who?”

      “Reuben.”

      “Oh.” Ian went up on one elbow and lifted his head. “Like, you go to his grave?”

      “No.” Ricky shook his head. “I actually haven’t been back to the cemetery since his funeral. No, you know the photos in the hallway by my bedroom?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I talk to them.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.” Ian sounded like the idea was completely normal to him. “Does he ever talk back?”

      “Yeah, sometimes.” Ricky wasn’t sure he ever would have admitted that to any of the guys he’d dated before. “Like, I’m not delusional. I know it’s not him talking back to me. It just helps me work through stuff in my head to imagine what kind of advice he’d give me.”

      “No, I get it.” Ian settled down beside him. “I haven’t been to Andy’s grave, either.”

      “Do you want to go?”

      “No. Not really. It’s too ... weird, I guess. Andy wouldn’t have liked it. I think about him a lot when I’m in the pool, though. Sometimes, it’s like he’s swimming in the lane with me.” Ian flipped on his back. “Sometimes, I can almost hear him shouting when I need to go faster.”

      “Huh.”

      “Is that weird?”

      “I talk to a picture of a dead drag queen. I don’t think I have any room to say what’s weird and what’s not,” Ricky said drily.

      “So, at a meet, I have to listen for my coach. If I don’t hear him, it means I’m doing fine, and I need to keep at the pace I’m going. If I hear him shouting, I know it’s time for me to speed up. But sometimes, I swear I can hear Andy’s voice in there too. I know it’s not real, but ...”

      “If it helps, who’s to argue?”

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      Ricky ran his hands through Ian’s hair. “What about your parents?”

      “Do I hear them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No. Oddly enough, I don’t. I do go to their graves sometimes, though. With Chase.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice there. Peaceful. We go on the anniversary of their death every year.” Ian groaned. “God, this is fucking depressing to talk about.”

      “We can change the subject,” Ricky said. “If you want.”

      “No, it’s okay. I just don’t understand how the three people I loved most just died. They were there one day and gone the next, and it never makes sense.” Ian sounded so melancholy it made Ricky’s heart ache.

      “I wish I could help you make sense of it somehow, but … life’s like that sometimes. We just have to make sense of it by not squandering the time we have with people.”

      “Yeah.” Ian let out a huge sigh. “I try, but it’s just hard sometimes.”

      “I know. You should get some sleep,” Ricky said gently as he stroked Ian’s face. “It’s late, and you have the meet tomorrow. I’m sorry I can’t go, by the way. I really wanted to.”

      “It’s okay,” Ian said. “One of these days, I’ll have one that doesn’t overlap with your work schedule.”

      The swimming meet was only in Evanston, but Ricky had a safety meeting at the club, and then he was working a night shift at the hotel. He didn’t do that often, but Gregg was out with appendicitis, so Ricky was filling in. “I’d like to be there to cheer you on,” Ricky said. “I mean, I have no idea what to do at a swim meet, exactly. I’ve never been to one. Are there cheerleaders?”

      Ian chuckled. “Nope, just lots of screaming coaches, usually. There are fans though. People in the stands cheering and stuff. They’re just not wearing little skirts and waving pom-poms.”

      “Shame,” Ricky said. “I’d look great in a little cheerleading uniform. I’m guessing your coach wouldn’t like that, though.”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Oh, fine. When I go, I’ll show up as Ricky,” he said lightly. “Rosie will stay home.”

      “I like the idea of that cheerleading uniform, though,” Ian said. “If you wanted to wear that just for me.”

      “I could probably do that sometime,” Ricky said with a smile.

      “Mmm.” Ian stretched out over his body. “I really like that idea.”

      “I can tell,” Ricky teased. He could feel Ian’s cock pressed against his thigh. He was hard already. “Hey now, none of that. I thought you were supposed to conserve your strength or something for tomorrow.” They’d already had sex once tonight, and he didn’t want Ian to wear himself out.

      Ian grumbled. “Fine, fine.”

      “Just looking out for you,” Ricky said.

      “I appreciate that.” Ian didn’t sound very appreciative at all.

      “But if you swim well tomorrow, remember, I’ll give you that blowjob I promised ...”

      “Oh, that’s right. Mmm, that’ll be a good incentive.”

      Ricky leaned in and whispered in his ear. “My mouth all sloppy and wet as I take you all the way down my throat ...”

      “If you’re trying to convince me to fall asleep rather than fuck you, you’re going about it all wrong,” Ian said. He sounded adorably grouchy.

      Ricky chuckled. “I suppose I am working against that, aren’t I? Okay, go to sleep, baby.”

      “Fine.” Ian placed a kiss on Ricky’s cheek, then flipped over on his other side. “G’night. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Ricky said as he spooned behind Ian. “So much.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 14 - EVANSTON, ILLINOIS

      

      

      Ian dug through his duffle. He’d been through it half a dozen times already, but he kept hoping it was just in another pocket he hadn’t checked yet. “Fuck!”

      “Lose something, Harrington?”

      “Yeah, I ...” He glanced up to see Bryce staring at him. “Why do you care?”

      “Let me guess. It’s Andy’s goggles, right? You always have them near you before every meet.”

      Ian flushed. “I know it’s dumb, but ...”

      “Hey, we’ve all got our lucky charms.” He shrugged. “Maybe you left them at your place?”

      “I never take them out of my swim bag ... Shit!” He’d been telling Ricky about them last night when he had his gear spread out across the living room floor. By the time the bag had come out of the dryer, it had been late, and he’d been in a hurry to repack it. The goggles had gotten missed in his haste. Ian knew right where they were, though, still perched on the arm of the sectional.

      “Want some help searching?” Bryce asked.

      “Why would you care?” Ian muttered.

      “Well, we are a team. It benefits me if you do well. And you’ll be off your game without them. I don’t want to lose our relays.”

      “Do you actually give a shit about anyone but yourself, Burgess?”

      “Not very often.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “I’m still going to help your ass,” Bryce said. He grabbed Ian’s bag and rummaged through it for a while before he sat back. “Look, I don’t know what to tell you, Harrington. They just aren’t in here, man.”

      “Fuck!” Ian put his hands behind his head. “I can’t swim without them.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “No, I can’t,” Ian argued. “I haven’t done it since Andy died, and I’m not about to start now.”

      “If they’d been so lucky, he wouldn’t have drowned,” Burgess said. “Besides, you’ve been swimming like shit since he died. I don’t know what you’re so worked up about not having them. The goggles clearly haven’t been bringing you any luck that I can see.”

      “Fuck you, Burgess,” Ian said with a scowl.

      “I’m just saying you used to be competition. Now every individual heat we’re in, you come in third, fourth … You haven’t beat me since last season.”

      Ian stared at him, his stomach tumbling. It was true. He hadn’t won a heat since Andy died. He wasn’t coming in dead last, but he was never coming in first anymore. He wasn’t breaking records like he had been. He’d known it on some level, but hearing it laid out bluntly like that was jarring. He didn’t want Bryce to be right, but he couldn’t deny his words.

      “You used to be fun to compete against,” Bryce continued. “But now … you’re washed up. It happens to a lot of guys.”

      Is that true? Am I washed up? Ian wondered numbly. He thought he’d been holding it together pretty well since Andy died, but maybe not. Maybe he’d just been floundering.

      “Harrington!” Coach barked. “There’s … someone here for you.”

      The sneer in his voice made Ian lift his head to look toward the exit to the locker room. Ricky stood there looking very uncomfortable and very out of place in his skinny gray trousers and long black coat with a plaid scarf wound around his neck. It wasn’t even just the clothes, though. It was the way Ricky waved with a fluttering sort of grace.

      “Ricky, what are you doing here?” he called out as he strode toward his boyfriend.

      “Ian!” Ricky was wide-eyed as he waved something at him. “Thank goodness. I saw these on the floor of your apartment. They’re your lucky goggles, right? Andy’s?”

      “Yeah. Oh, my God. Thank you.” A wave of relief washed over Ian as he took them from Ricky. He felt guilty that he was more relieved to see the goggles than to see his boyfriend, but he’d competed for a long time without Ricky. He’d never competed without Andy. Or at least, without a reminder of him there. “I couldn’t do this without them!”

      “That’s why I brought them.” Ricky offered him a smile that looked tentative.

      “So, this is your boyfriend, Harrington?” Bryce smirked. “Why don’t you introduce us?”

      Ian cleared his throat. “Ricky, this is my teammate, Bryce Burgess.”

      “Teammate.” Bryce scoffed as he slung an arm around Ian’s shoulder. “More than that. I’ve known Ian since he was a skinny little twelve-year-old.”

      Ian shrugged him off. “Bryce, this is my boyfriend, Ricky Chavez.”

      Ricky smiled, but it looked a little forced. “Hi, Bryce. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      Ian couldn’t tell if Bryce was being sarcastic or not. He kept staring at Ricky with a puzzled expression.

      “You want to stay and watch me swim?” Ian said, stepping closer to his boyfriend. “Just for a few minutes?”

      “I can’t. I’ve got a meeting at the club, and then work, remember? Something about safety, I don’t know, but Jason will strangle me if I don’t show up.”

      “Right, right. Well, next time?” Ian said tentatively.

      “Definitely,” Ricky’s tone was firm as he patted Ian’s chest. “I can’t wait to watch you swim someday. You’re going to be awesome.”

      “Thanks.” Ian pecked him on the cheek. He caught a glimpse of Coach scowling at them. “All right, my heat’s coming up soon. I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta get focused.”

      “Of course. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Ian squeezed Ricky’s waist, then let him go.

      “Break a leg or swim well, or whatever it is you say,” Ricky threw over his shoulder.

      Ian chuckled. “Breaking a leg would definitely be bad.”

      Ricky shrugged. “What would I know? I’m a performer.” He batted his lashes at Ian and blew him a kiss. “Bye, darling!”

      “Wait, holy shit. I finally figured out why you look familiar, Ricky.” Bryce narrowed his eyes at Ricky’s retreating form, and Ricky slowed to a stop. “You’re that drag queen, right? The one at Temptations.”

      Ricky’s eyes went wide, and Ian felt like someone had just kicked him in the chest. Everyone in the locker room went silent, and Ian struggled to suck in air.

      “Um, no,” Ricky said. His laughed sounded forced, and it echoed in the tiled space. “Why would you say that?”

      “Come on ...” Bryce rolled his eyes. “I’m not an idiot. You totally look like her, and you just mentioned being a performer in a club. You said ‘bye, darling’ just like that queen did at the end of her show. It doesn’t take a fucking genius to figure that out.”

      “Why the fuck are you paying so much attention to drag queens anyway, Burgess?” Ian snapped, his head pounding as his anxiety rose. “You’re the one who dragged us to the fucking club in the first place.”

      “Yeah well, it’s pretty clear you went back for more.” Bryce laughed. “Holy shit, Harrington. I can’t believe you’re dating a drag queen. Jesus fuck. First Andy and now Ricky. You sure you’re gay? Maybe you just want to fuck chicks.”

      Ian saw red. He shoved at Bryce’s chest, knocking him back. He caught his balance, though, and advanced on Ian.

      “Oh, I see. Did I touch a nerve?” Bryce taunted. “I see why you never talk about your boyfriend. Ashamed you’re dating a drag queen, Harrington?”

      Ian drew back and punched Bryce in the nose. Blood spurted from it as he staggered back, and Kurt Li grabbed his shoulder to steady him.

      “What the fuck?” Kurt said as the room erupted with shouts. “What are you doing, Harrington?”

      Ian shook his hand, feeling the pain in his knuckles as people gathered around Bryce, pressing a T-shirt to his nose to staunch the flow of blood.

      Bryce glared at him over top of the white fabric that was quickly turning red.

      “Harrington!” someone barked next to him. Ian turned to see Coach Schultz glaring at him. “What have I told you about your personal life getting in the way of your swimming?”

      “I … I’m sorry, Coach,” Ian said automatically. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bryce spit blood into a nearby trash can.

      “Get your head in the game, Harrington,” Coach barked. “You’re up next, and I don’t need you distracted before you race.”

      “I’m not distracted,” Ian snapped back.

      “You get distracted every time you get involved with a guy”—he sneered in Ricky’s direction—“like that.”

      Shit. Ian had almost forgotten Ricky was still here. Ian walked over to where Ricky stood, wide-eyed and terrified looking.

      “I’m sorry, Ian,” Ricky whispered. “I didn’t think … I don’t know how he recognized me. But I didn’t mean for this to happen.” Ricky looked anguished. Ian wanted to reach out and pull him close, but he felt frozen, unable to do anything.

      “I think you should leave, Ricky,” Ian said tightly. “I’ve gotta get my head in the game again. Coach is right. I am distracted with you here.”

      “Distracted?” Ricky said.

      Ian looked back at Bryce, who was being examined by an athletic trainer. The AT shook his head at Coach Schultz. “There’s no way Burgess can compete today. He’s swelling up already. We’re getting ice on it, but there’s no way he’ll be able to manage his normal breathing pattern. I’m sorry, Coach, he’s scratched for this meet.”

      “God damn it!” Coach swore. “What the fuck were you thinking, Harrington?” he bellowed.

      “I’m sorry!” Ian said. “Bryce, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean …”

      Bryce glared at him over the ice pack.

      “Looks like we’re out two swimmers today,” Assistant Coach Roberts said with a sigh. “I’ll go notify the meet director.”

      “No!” Coach Schultz snapped. “Harrington’s still swimming.”

      “He just punched a teammate in the face!” Roberts argued. “We can’t let him swim. I don’t care what the provocation was!”

      “We’ve got an invitational coming up in January,” Coach snapped. “I’m not forfeiting our place in those heats just because Harrington got his panties in a bunch wanting to protect his little shemale piece of ass.”

      The room erupted as Coach Roberts hollered something at Coach Schultz, and the team started to argue. Ian closed his eyes tightly for a second, wishing the whole situation would just go away.

      “Fuck, why did you have to come here today, Ricky?” Ian muttered as he rubbed his chest. Why couldn’t he breathe? Ricky let out a small wounded sound, and Ian’s eyes snapped open, realizing how that had sounded.

      “Ricky …” he said, but Ricky was already turning away. “No, don’t be mad. I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Don’t … Ian. Just … don’t.” Ricky shook off Ian’s hand as Ian reached for him.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear what Coach said too,” Ian whispered. “He’s …”

      “This isn’t about your teammate or your coach,” Ricky whispered furiously. “This is about you. You made it very clear I’m not welcome here.” Ricky turned and walked away, arms wrapped around his lean torso as if he was hugging himself. He glanced over his shoulder once, his large, dark eyes liquid with tears, and Ian felt his heart crack. Shit.

      “Get your ass in gear and get out there, Harrington!” Coach bellowed. “Your job is to compete today. Don’t let your team down.”

      Ian grabbed his stuff and walked out to the pool. He stood near the starting block with the other swimmers as he swung his arms, loosening up his shoulders. His chest was tight, though, and he couldn’t settle his mind. As he lined up on the starting block, all he could think about was the look of betrayal on Ricky’s face

      And when the starter’s signal propelled Ian into the pool, it felt like he was swimming through syrup rather than water.
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December 14, 2013 – Boystown, Chicago

        

      

    

    
      Ricky left the swimming complex on autopilot and found himself at Temptations without a conscious thought of how he’d gotten there.

      “You okay, Mr. Chavez?” Damon asked with a concerned frown as Ricky walked into the empty performance space where most of the employees had already gathered.

      “I had a rough morning,” Ricky said bleakly as he dropped into a chair. “But I’ll be fine.”

      Damon opened his mouth as if to ask him something else, but Jason arrived and started the staff meeting, and Ricky was thankful to sit back and let the words wash over him. If he thought about what had happened in the locker room, he’d fall apart. He’d go to pieces. And he couldn’t do that here. He couldn’t lose it until he got home.

      So Ricky focused on Jason’s words instead. Apparently, they were tightening up security for the club. Most of the information was for kitchen and bar staff receiving deliveries, and it kind of washed over him until Dani, the stage manager, leaned forward. Ricky glanced over to see her frowning at Jason. “Look, where is this all coming from?” she asked. “I mean, did something happen?”

      Jason sighed. “I’m in a tough spot here because, yes, there was a recent incident that made me concerned about club security. But I can’t give you details because it involves one of the people who works here. Being more specific could violate their privacy, and I’m not willing to do that. But I understand why that’s difficult for all of you. You have questions, and you’re worried. I get that.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?” Dani asked.

      “Trust me?” Jason said. “Trust that Damon and I will take care of the situation. What you can do while we keep an eye out is be careful of your surroundings. Don’t let anyone in the club who you don’t recognize. If you don’t recognize them, verify their ID or ask one of the security staff to do so. If anyone has a problem with that, you need to come to Damon or myself.”

      Dani sat back with an annoyed sounding huff.

      Jason continued. “No one but club staff is allowed backstage or in any of the private areas of the club unless it’s been cleared by me or Damon. Ever. Under any circumstances.”

      Ricky grimaced, reminded of the night he’d met Ian. It sent a wave of sadness through Ricky. He should have known better. He should never have gotten involved with Ian. He’d known where this would end. He’d known how much it would hurt when it did. He would have been better off if he’d just let Ian hide out in his dressing room that night until the coast was clear, then sent him on his way. He never should have let Ian come home with him.

      “You okay, Ricky?” Jason asked.

      With a start, Ricky noticed the meeting had concluded and people were dispersing.

      “Yeah.” Ricky stood, offering Jason a weak smile. “Actually, no. Can I talk to you about something?”

      “Is this about what you saw at the club recently?” Jason said lowly. A worried frown appeared. “Because, if so, I’d prefer to talk in my office.”

      “No.” Ricky waved that off. “I’m just going through something a little rough in my personal life right now. I don’t think I’m going to be able to do my upcoming performance,” Ricky admitted thickly. “I need a break. I’m sorry. I don’t like to cancel unless I’m sick. Especially on short notice, but ...” He closed his eyes. “I just can’t,” he choked out.

      “Of course.” Jason had a concerned frown on his face when Ricky opened his eyes again. “You take the time you need. We’ll figure out something.”

      “Thanks.” Ricky gave him a wan smile. “I appreciate that.”

      “Do you need someone to talk to?” Jason’s expression indicated he probably had no idea how to handle a conversation like that, but the fact that he’d offered meant a lot. Ricky did not want to turn into a sobbing mess in front of his boss, however.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” Ricky said. The words sounded hollow and felt like lies. “I have friends I can talk to.” That was true, but Ricky didn’t want to talk to anyone about this. He just wanted to hole up in his cocoon of an apartment and hide away from the rest of the world. He wanted to go back in time and pretend as if he’d never met Ian. Forget he’d ever existed.

      Which meant he needed to remove himself completely from Ian’s life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 15, 2013 - EDGEWATER, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      “Ricky!”

      He winced at the sound of Ian’s voice. He had to take a deep breath before he could even look over at Ian. He was parked across the street, and Ricky wondered if he’d been waiting for him to get home from work at the hotel.

      “What do you want, Ian?” Ricky asked wearily as he lifted the bag of stuff he’d gathered from Ian’s place yesterday afternoon. He slammed the trunk shut.

      “I want to talk to you.”

      Why? Ricky thought dully. So you can make me feel like shit about myself again? “There’s really nothing to say, Ian,” he said aloud as he strode toward his building.

      “Sure there is. We need to talk about what happened at the meet yesterday.”

      “Do we?”

      “Uhh, yeah.” Ian jogged to catch up with him.

      “Okay, talk.”

      “You were gone when I got back to my place last night,” Ian said.

      “I told you I had to go to the club.” Ricky climbed the stairs to reach his door.

      “But you took all your stuff.”

      “Yep.” He’d gotten it all before his shift at the hotel. It had been a very, very long night. Ricky unlocked his apartment door. He didn’t slam it in Ian’s face, but he also didn’t welcome him inside. Ian came in anyway.

      “Were you planning to come back?”

      “No.”

      “Ever?” Ian’s voice cracked.

      “Why would I?” Ricky set down his bag, then turned to face Ian. “Tell me, why would I be with someone who is ashamed of me? Someone who looks down on me. Someone who cares more about what the coach he doesn’t even like thinks than about the person he loves. Tell me why, Ian?”

      “I fucked up,” Ian said. “It was a mistake. I’ll do better next time. I swear! You can come to a meet as Rosie. I don’t care.”

      Ricky laughed hollowly. “Your coach made it abundantly clear what he’d think of that. What he thinks of us being together. I’m not going to sit there and cheer you on while everyone else sneers at me.”

      “I won’t let them sneer at you!”

      “You freaked out and punched a guy today when he made a comment about me, Ian! There are ways to stand up for me that don’t involve violence!”

      “Let me make it up to you, please.” Ian’s tone was pleading, but Ricky couldn’t hear it anymore. He couldn’t hear the platitudes or the lies. He wasn’t sure which they were anymore, but he wasn’t willing to stick around to find out.

      “No.” Ricky closed his eyes. “It’s too late, Ian. We’re over.”

      “What? No! Let me make this right. I swear I’ll do better.”

      “No. I let things slide after dinner with your brother, but this ...” Ricky should his head. “It’s one thing too many, Ian.”

      “No, no, don’t give up,” Ian pled. “Please, don’t do this to me.”

      “You did it to yourself,” Ricky whispered. “I gave you every chance, and you ...” He shook his head.

      Ian stared at him but didn’t say anything.

      “I trusted you.” Tears poured down Ricky’s cheeks. “I let you in. And you hurt me worse than anyone else ever has. I can’t believe I let you do that to me.”

      “I ... I’m sorry,” Ian swallowed hard. “It’s not an excuse, but I was stressed already because I couldn’t find Andy’s goggles, and ...”

      “Yeah, and I brought them to you. I was trying to help.” His voice broke again. The adage was true. No good deed went unpunished.

      “I know you were.” Ian reached for him, but Ricky shook him off. If Ian touched him, he’d forget all the reasons why what he’d done had been so hurtful. Why his rejection had been a knife to the heart. Why Ricky still felt like he was bleeding and would never stop.

      “You made me feel like dirt,” he choked out. “Lower than dirt.”

      “I didn’t mean to.” Ian’s tone was anguished.

      “You said you loved me. That’s not love, Ian. You don’t make the person you love feel like shit for who they are.”

      “Fuck!” Ian pressed his hands to his face. “I didn’t mean to. You have to believe that.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you meant to do,” Ricky said softly. “It’s what you did. Yeah, great. You weren’t consciously trying to make me feel terrible. But it doesn’t mean you hurt me any less. I’ve been down this road before. I told you how much it hurts when people are ashamed of being with a drag queen. I can’t do it anymore, Ian.” Ricky swallowed hard. “And I think the worst part is that I trusted you like I’d never trusted anyone else in the past. I let you in and let you convince me you weren’t like the other guys I’d gotten involved with before, but that turned out to be a lie, didn’t it? You’re exactly like all the rest of them,” he said bitterly.

      “I know I have stuff to work on,” Ian said. He reached for Ricky, but he shook off his touch again. “Just give me some time to get there.”

      “I gave you time. I hid parts of myself around your brother. I pretended as if I were someone other than who I am in order to be with you. I can’t do it again, Ian. Fool me once, and all of that. You’re clearly ashamed of me, and I won’t be with someone like that.”

      “I’m not. I’m not ashamed of you. I swear.”

      “Then why are you acting like it?” Ricky gave Ian a long searching glance, but when he didn’t answer, Ricky shook his head. “No, Ian. I’m done.”

      “Done?” Ian’s voice cracked.

      “Yeah.” Ricky swallowed past another lump in his throat.

      “Done with me? With us? Forever?”

      “Yes.” Ricky realized he’d wrapped his arms around himself as if it would somehow protect him from the hurt that was coming. “It’s over, Ian.”

      He suddenly felt exhausted, like all the righteous indignation had bled out of him and left nothing but a hollow shell. He was empty inside. But why did it still hurt so much?

      “No, please, Ricky. Let me ... I’ll make it up to you. I swear. I’ll get my shit together, and ...”

      “Yeah, it’s not enough. Too little too late. I told you I won’t do it again.” Ricky gave him a tight smile, his heart breaking with every word. “Just promise me one thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “Take some time and get your shit together before you get involved with someone else. Because no one else deserves to have this happen to them. It hurts too much. And there’s only so many times a person can get broken before they can’t find all the pieces to put themselves together again.”

      Ricky turned and walked away, ignoring the pain slicing through his heart with every step. A small part of him wished Ian would follow, but a few minutes later, he heard the apartment door quietly close. He stared at the picture of Reuben on the little offrenda for a long moment before he burst into tears. “I really could use your wisdom right now, Reuben,” he choked out. He reached for the picture and cradled it to his chest for a moment.

      But the apartment was silent. Ian was gone, and Ricky couldn’t hear his friend’s advice anymore, either. When Ricky realized he was going to have to go through this alone, his knees went out from under him.

      He sat on the floor in an undignified heap as he buried his head against his knees and sobbed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 16, 2013

      

      

      When a knock came on the door the next day, Ricky looked up from his nearly empty glass of wine in surprise. He wondered if it was Ian. He wondered if he wanted it to be Ian. He wasn’t sure.

      He knew he shouldn’t want it to be. He needed to be done with Ian. He couldn’t put himself through that again. But a small traitorous part of his heart desperately missed him.

      He missed the sweet little smile Ian had for him. He missed the way Ian made him laugh. Mostly he missed the way Ian had made him feel loved and accepted. Except, that had been a lie, hadn’t it? Sure, Ian had loved Ricky for who he was in private. But not in public. Other than the dinner with Chase, they’d never really gone out. They’d eaten in, spending most of their time at one of their places. Had … had Ian been that ashamed of him? Had he been more worried about someone recognizing Ricky than he’d let on? Ricky’s stomach churned at the thought.

      God, I’m stupid. I should have seen this coming. Why did I think Ian would be any different from anyone else?

      When the knock on the door came again, it made Ricky jerk, splashing a little white wine on his shirt. “Shit,” he muttered. He stumbled as he got off the couch, lightheaded from too much wine and too many tears.

      He set the glass on the little table nearby, weaving as he made his way to the door. “I’m coming. I’m coming,” he muttered as the knock came again—this time, louder and more insistent. “I said I’m coming!

      He yanked the door open to see Irving. “Oh.” He blinked at him in surprise.

      Irving took one look at him. “Oh, honey. What happened?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Ricky said thickly, the tears threatening again.

      “Too bad. You need me,” Irving said. “Let me in.”

      Ricky slowly opened the door and stepped back. Once the door was no longer there to hold him up, he stumbled, his head spinning. He frowned in the direction of the wine bottle on the counter. Oh. He’d emptied it. No wonder he was feeling so dizzy right now.

      Irving’s gaze followed Ricky’s as he closed the door behind him. “You are not okay, are you?”

      “No, I’m fine. Just had a little more to drink than I realized. Whoopsies!” Ricky let out a little laugh that he knew didn’t fool either of them.

      “Do you need some water or something?” Irving stripped off his jacket and hung it on the hook by the door. He kicked off his shoes too, and Ricky stared down at his feet. Huh. He had really big feet. Ricky had never noticed that about his friend before. And everyone knew what having big feet meant ... Ricky let out a little giggle.

      “Ricky?” He lifted his head to see Irving staring at him with a furrowed brow. “Do you need water?”

      “Probably. I haven’t had anything but wine in a while.”

      “Have you eaten anything today?” Irving’s frown deepened.

      “Uh? Nope. Don’t think so.” Ricky licked his lips, swaying a little. “Maybe not since yesterday morning, either? I don’t really remember.” He’d called into work today, and he never did that.

      Irving’s eyes widened. “Ricky, honey, what are you doing? That isn’t good. You need to take care of yourself.”

      “I know.” Ricky looked down, his eyes going damp. “But I was sad. I’m not hungry when I’m sad.”

      “No, no, you have to eat,” Irving said. “Come here.” He guided Ricky toward one of the stools by the counter. “Sit.”

      Ricky did as ordered, propping his head on his hand as he watched Irving rummage through the refrigerator. Time slipped a little as he watched him prep something, and it wasn’t until Irving gently shook his shoulder that he blinked and refocused, looking down at a cutting board.

      “Cheese and crackers,” Irving said. “Some grapes. Nothing too heavy. Eat up.”

      “Okay.” Obediently, Ricky reached for the fruit, but his hand shook, and Irving brushed his fingers away, plucking the grape off the stem.

      “Open up,” Irving coaxed, and a moment later, Irving gently pushed the fruit into Ricky’s mouth. He chewed, surprised by how good the sweet juices were on his tongue.

      The grape was followed by a cracker, crunchy and buttery, then the salty cheese. “You don’t have to keep feeding me,” Ricky said as Irving aimed another grape at his mouth. “I can manage it. I just got a little lightheaded there for a minute.”

      Irving stepped back and held up his hands. “Okay. You just focus on getting some fuel in you.”

      Ricky nodded, then popped another grape in his mouth. It had felt weird to be taken care of that way. Until Ian, Ricky had always done it alone. Alone. He’d been alone a lot. But this time it hurt worse than ever.

      “I broke up with Ian,” Ricky said morosely.

      “I know,” Irving said softly. “He texted me and asked me to come down and check on you.”

      Ricky lifted his head. “What?”

      “Don’t be mad,” Irving said.

      “I’m not mad. I probably should be but I’m not. I’m just sad. Because my first thought was that it was sweet, but I shouldn’t think that. He hurt me.” Ricky’s eyes pooled with tears. “I’ve been thinking about things, you know?”

      “What kind of things?”

      “About the rest of my life. It’s obvious now what I have to do,” Ricky said dully.

      “What’s that, honey?”

      He turned to look at Irving. “Give up drag.”

      “What? Oh, Jesus, girl. No. You’ve lost your damn mind.” Irving shook his head as he placed a slice of cheese on a cracker and pushed it toward Ricky. He ate it dutifully, but the food felt like lead in his stomach.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. If I can’t have a relationship as a drag queen, why am I continuing to do drag? It’s keeping me from finding someone who loves me.” Ricky closed his eyes. “I don’t want to, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “You’re emotionally distraught, honey.” Irving’s voice was soothing as he walked around the counter. “Just give it some time, and—”

      “I’m tired of giving it time! I’m tired of waiting around for things to magically get easier.” Ricky wiped his eyes as Irving tugged him toward the couch. “I’m tired of being alone. I can’t keep doing this over and over.” The tears were flowing freely now. “I love so hard, and every time someone gives up on me, another little piece of my heart splinters. At this rate, I’m not going to have anything left.”

      “That’s not how love works.” Irving wrapped him in a big hug and stroked his hair.

      “Love doesn’t work at all,” Ricky said. He rested his head on Irving's broad chest. “At least, not for me.”

      “Babycakes, ...” The anguish in Irving’s voice echoed the feeling in Ricky’s heart. He hugged Ricky tighter, which just made the tears flow more.

      “I miss Ian so much,” he finally sobbed.

      “I know.”

      “I was all strong and brave, and I told him I didn’t want him anymore, but I do. Maybe if I quit drag, we can be together again.”

      “Just give it some time before you make any big decisions you can’t take back, okay?”

      “Okay,” Ricky said dully.

      “Now, let’s get a little more food in you.”

      Under Irving's watchful eye, Ricky drank some water and ate some soup along with the cheese and crackers.

      But as he laid in bed that night, he wondered which he really wanted more? Drag or Ian?

      When it became clear he wasn’t going to fall asleep, Ricky clicked on the light and got out of bed. He automatically reached for the silky robe that was draped over the chair nearby and dissolved into tears when he realized that he’d have to give all of it up. It wasn’t just the drag performances, it was all of it. All of the femme traits. All of his gender bending. All of who he was. He slid to the floor and put his head on his knees.

      Ian had claimed to like who Ricky was. Who Rosie was. But Ian had also made it clear he didn’t like the way that looked to the outside world. He was ashamed of Rosie in public, which meant he was ashamed of a big part of who Ricky was. Ricky couldn’t separate the two. They were who he was. Yeah, Ricky was a performer. He didn’t want to do anything physical and permanent to change who he was. He was a man, and he liked being a man, but he also liked being able to flow between the two personas and use the art of drag to connect with the outside world in a way he couldn’t as Ricky. It was more than just performance. It was more than art. There was a fluidity to Ricky’s brain that could only be satisfied by the presence of Rosie. Without that, he’d feel lopsided. And he knew he’d come to resent anyone who tried to squash that.

      Like Ian had.

      Ricky sniffled. He’d been wrong, then. Ian wasn’t the man he’d been searching for. What had he expected, though? Ian was only twenty-one. Ricky hadn’t thought about the age difference a lot, but no matter how many swim meets Ian had participated in, no matter how many people he’d lost in his life, no matter how mature and grown-up Ian had needed to become at an early age to train at the level he did, Ricky still had years of relationship experience on him. Ian had never had his heart broken the way Ricky had.

      The way Ricky would continue to get hurt if he got involved with someone else in the future.

      The thought brought on fresh tears. Was that it, then? Was that the solution? Not giving up drag but giving up relationships?

      Was Ricky just supposed to accept that this was it? He’d have his job at the hotel and his drag show but a relationship was out of the question. The thought left him hollow, but was it worse than getting his hopes up over and over again only to have them dashed when someone disappointed him? Was that really a cycle he wanted to repeat? Maybe he was just better off if he forgot all about relationships for good.

      The thought brought a sad sort of peace to the turmoil in Ricky's heart. That was it then.

      He’d give up on love.

      For good.
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December 16, 2013 – Lakeview East, Chicago

        

      

    

    
      Ian said a short prayer before he hit the call button. He’d be lucky if Lowell answered at all. Or maybe unlucky. Because this wasn’t going to be pretty.

      “Ian.” Lowell’s tone was frosty when he picked up.

      “Hey, Lowell.”

      “Don’t ‘hey, Lowell’ me. You’re lucky I even answered your call,” Lowell snapped. “You have some serious balls calling me after what you did.”

      Ian swallowed hard. “I know.”

      “What part of don’t fucking break my friend’s heart didn’t you get?”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Your good intentions only go so far when good people are hurt.”

      “I know. What do I do to fix this?”

      “Walk away.” Somehow, the cold tone was worse than any yelling.

      “Just give up?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I ... I don’t want to.”

      “In this case, what you want doesn’t matter. It’s time you start thinking about someone else, Ian. You’ve been very selfish, and if you love Ricky, you’ll let him go. Do what’s best for him, for once.” Lowell hung up without another word, and Ian stared at the phone in shock.

      What the hell just happened?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 17, 2013 – EVANSTON, ILLINOIS

      

      

      Ian slogged through his daily routine in a fog before something finally penetrated it. It was a text from Micah.

      So Lowell’s on a tear. What the fuck happened with you and Ricky? Ian stared down at the words

      Are you sure you want to talk to me? I’m kinda persona non grata these days, Ian fired back. You don’t want to get Lowell’s wrath turned on you. 

      LOL. You say that as if I haven’t been on the receiving end of it before. I survived. What’s up, man?

      Wanna grab a drink with me sometime? I’ll tell you all about it, but it’ll be easier in person than over text.

      Sure. Tonight? Justin’s got a thing with a friend of his, so I was just going to watch TV or whatever.

      I can do tonight.

      They settled on a time and place before Ian tossed his phone aside. Well, maybe he’d still have at least one friend out of the group. That was something.

      “So, what’s up?” Micah said later that night when they both had drinks in front of them. Micah had gone for a mixed drink, but Ian had ordered a tonic with a twist of lime. He wasn’t in the mood for alcohol. The bar in Evanston was close to the Hammond Complex, but it wasn’t one Ian had ever been to before. Micah had suggested it, and Ian didn’t care where they met. He was just glad he had someone he could talk to.

      “I really fucked up.” Ian felt too sick to his stomach to drink anything, even water, so he just played with the glass, letting the ice cubes clink together.

      “What happened exactly?”

      Ian went through the whole scene at the meet, from the frantic search for Andy’s goggles to the fight with Bryce and the insults Coach had hurled.

      Micah grimaced. “Shit, dude.”

      “Everyone warned me too. I’m such an asshole. I let Ricky down.”

      “I get it, though. I mean, your end of things.”

      Ian glanced up at him in surprise. “Really?”

      “I mean, I’m not saying what you did was okay at all, but ... yeah. I get it. You get into this weird space when you feel threatened like that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, like when I busted up my shoulder and Justin came to the hospital to see me. I lashed out at him—and, literally, everyone else—because I was scared shitless my career was ruined. And his very public reaction to my injury just sent everything into overdrive. It was this absolute sense of panic where I couldn’t think. All I could do was try to hurt everyone else.” He glanced down at his drink. “Shitty. No question. But maybe not the most surprising thing.”

      “Yeah, maybe not,” Ian agreed. “And I do see the parallels. I mean, I’m trying to walk this weird line where I was trying to make my coach happy and Ricky happy and it was just a lot.” He sighed. “If I fully acknowledged Ricky and, well, the Rosie side of things, then Coach would lose respect for me.”

      “Fuck that. Who gives a shit if he respects you? The real question is why are you trying to prove yourself to someone you don’t respect?”

      Ian blinked at Micah, staring at him for a long moment as he tried to process his words. “I never thought about it that way. Like, at all.”

      “Well, you don’t, do you?”

      “Respect Coach?” Ian hesitated.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “But he was a total dick to your friend, right? Andy? Like for being too femme and shit.”

      “Yeah. He definitely was.”

      “And he’s been a dick to you about your involvement with Andy and Ricky.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m just saying. Do you really respect him anymore? So what if he can make winners? Is that really enough?”

      “I ...” Ian blinked. “Wow. Holy shit. You’re right. I thought the respect I had for him as a coach was enough, but ...”

      “But it doesn’t excuse that he’s a totally shitty person, right?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “So why are you so hung up on making him happy?” Micah shook his head. “I don’t get that part.”

      “I just don’t know how I can compete without that, you know?”

      “That’s the part I don’t get because you don’t seem like the win-at-all-costs kinda guy, Ian. It’s not a bad thing. You’re just ... not that cutthroat.”

      “No, not the way some people are,” Ian admitted. He’d often wondered if it was a liability in his career, but he’d never wanted to win at the expense of someone else. It was one thing to beat them, but he’d always known he’d never resort to dirty tricks to win. To him, the win was meaningless without knowing he’d done it fair and square.

      “So, maybe you need a new coach.”

      Ian stared at Micah for a long moment. Micah took a sip of his drink, then sat there silently as if waiting for Ian to process it all.

      “I never thought about that,” Ian finally admitted.

      “Well, I mean, it’s not like baseball, right? You aren’t stuck with a team or a coach if you don’t want to be. It might be a crazy move for most people because they’ve got scholarships and stuff riding on sticking with a particular school, but you could just quit the team and find a private coach. I know this guy is good, but he’s not your only option.”

      “That’s true.” Ian’s mind was suddenly racing with the possibilities. “I’m not stuck.”

      “I see that in baseball all the time. A player is mediocre or crappy on one team, gets traded to a program that actually works with their skills, and suddenly, they’re a rock star. A good coach is about a lot more than his record with other players, Ian. Just think about it.”

      “Believe me. I am.” Ian took a big gulp of his drink. “Wow. You kinda blew my mind.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time I blew a man’s mind.” Micah winked at him. “Not to mention other things.”

      Micah’s joke lightened the mood and made Ian laugh. “I can believe that. Your boyfriend would probably have my head if he thought we were flirting, though.”

      “Nah, Justin trusts me. I mean, he’d have me pinned up against the wall in a totally hot display of possessiveness and fuck me into next Tuesday to remind me who I belong to when I got home, but ...” He grinned. “That’s never a bad thing.”

      “Did you just admit you bottom?” Ian let out a little snort. Although, the reminder of wall sex was a total stab to the heart. “That surprises me.”

      “What, that I bottom? Or that I admitted it?”

      “Both, maybe?”

      “Well, I’m vers, if we’re really getting technical, but sure, most of the time I like it when Justin tops. It takes away a lot of the stress, you know? Letting him be in charge of things in the bedroom.”

      “Sure, I get that. I just think it’s great you’re comfortable with it. So many guys aren’t.”

      “I wouldn’t have been before. As much as I hate to admit it sometimes, getting sucked into this group that Lowell’s got has been good for me. I got to see a whole different side of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like ... I dunno, what’s ‘okay’ for a gay guy to do. And how much bullshit there is around that.”

      “Sure, toxic masculinity isn’t exactly reserved for straight people.”

      “That phrase is so fucking dumb, but yeah, I hear you. And it’s worse in sports, for sure.”

      “It really is.”

      “Quitting baseball was fucking hard, but it was good because I was able to chuck a lot of that bullshit out of my life. I’m so much happier now.”

      “I would imagine.” Ian frowned. “I don’t want to quit, though. I still love swimming. I still want to make the Olympic team.”

      “Sure, I hear you,” Micah said. “That’s what I meant earlier, though. You don’t have to quit the whole thing like I did. You just have to quit the shit that isn’t working.”

      “Like my coach.”

      “Yeah.” Micah took another sip of his drink. “Exactly. And you said you’re not that close to your teammates, right?”

      Ian shrugged. “Not really.”

      “Well, then, maybe no loss if you leave them behind.”

      “True.” Ian wouldn’t be heartbroken if he never saw Bryce Burgess again, that was for sure.

      “That must have had an impact on your performance too, right?”

      “Probably,” Ian admitted. “I mean, my stats have been okay, but I know I could be doing a lot better.”

      “So maybe you’re holding yourself back by sticking with this thing that isn’t working for you anymore.”

      “Maybe I am.” Ian shook his head. “Actually, I know I am. I’ve been kinda in a funk since Andy died, and I chalked this plateau up to that, but maybe it has as much to do with my coach and where I’m at with my teammates as anything else.”

      “What have you got to lose by trying something different?” Micah said.

      “I never really sat down and thought about it that way, but you’re right. You really have blown my mind tonight. Thanks for reaching out.”

      “Sure, no problem.” Micah gave him a small smile.

      “You mind if I run something else by you?” Ian asked.

      “Nope, but let me get another drink first. You want anything?”

      “No, I’m okay.” 

      “Cool. I’ll be right back.”

      Ian let his mind wander as Micah went up to the bar. He’d made a lot of great points, and Ian was going to have to spend some time thinking about them.

      “What else did you want to ask me?” Micah said as he slid into his chair.

      “How do I get Ricky back?”

      “Oh.” Micah blew out a big breath. “Shit. That I don’t know.”

      “I really don’t want to lose him.”

      “I get that.”

      “But I need to show him I really mean it.”

      “Well, Nathan’s kind of the king of grand gestures. You might want to loop him in on this.”

      “Maybe. I just don’t know him that well. I feel like you get where I’m coming from.” Ian offered Micah a half-hearted smile.

      “Well, he was a closeted college athlete too, so I’m pretty sure he has some idea, but I’m glad this has been helpful. It’s nice to be able to give something back. Brent and Lowell did a lot for me, and it’s good to return the favor with someone else.” He waved his hand. “But that doesn’t help you with Ricky.”

      “I just ... really love him, you know?”

      “I know. I’ve been there. It’s tough, man.” Micah frowned. “You don’t think telling him you’re quitting the team and kicking your coach to the curb—if you decide to go that route—is enough?”

      “I don’t know.” Ian frowned. “It doesn’t really seem like it.”

      “Hmm. So, what would be?”

      “I don’t know. The problem is Ricky doesn’t believe I respect both sides of him, and I really haven’t shown him that I do. I haven’t been willing to publicly acknowledge that he’s important to me and that I support him and his drag.”

      “Right, so he needs to see that you do. Words aren’t really going to cut it. It’s all about the action, man.”

      “Exactly.” Ian slumped. “But how do I do that?”

      “That, I don’t know.”

      “Fuck.” Ian dragged a hand through his hair. “This is hard.”

      “Hey, no one ever said relationships were easy,” Micah said drily.

       “I just don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. Dress in drag to show Ricky I’m cool with it?”

      Micah looked him up and down, snickering. “God, I hope not.”

      “Hey,” Ian protested. “You don’t think I’d look good in a dress and heels?”

      “Uh, no. I mean, drag’s not really my thing to begin with, but at least Ricky looks the part, you know? He’s fucking pretty whether he’s in drag or not.”

      “Okay, but lots of drag queens don’t pass that well, and they’re still valid.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I’m just saying it’s not you, dude. And it still sorta feels like ... not enough.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean, sure, you go out dressed in drag and a few people see you, but it’s sort of surface, right?”

      “I see what you mean.” Ian hummed. “So something on a bigger scale. With more depth.”

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      “Any ideas?”

      Micah held his hands up, palms out. “Dude, this is your relationship, not mine. I’m happy to let you bounce some ideas off me but I’m not fixing it all for you.”

      Ian gave him a wry smile. Okay, that was fair. He drummed his fingers against the table as he thought back to all the things that had been good in the relationship. They had a love of old movies in common but Ian couldn’t exactly make a whole movie. There were the pictures he’d already taken, though ... He sat up straight. “Hey, so a while ago, I took these pictures of Ricky.”

      Micah gave him a skeptical look. “Uhh, like nudes?”

      Ian chuckled. “Well, some of them were, yeah. But I promised him those were for my eyes only.”

      “Sure. I’ve got some of Justin on my phone.”

      “But I also did a series with Rosie. They’re fucking gorgeous.”

      Micah snorted. “Well, you’re modest.”

      “Look, I’ve got swimming and photography going for me, but that’s about it, so let me have it.”

      “Dude, you’re a possible Olympic contender and, apparently, a great photographer. Along with being rich and good looking. I don’t feel too sorry for you.”

      “Okay. That’s fair.”

      “So what do these photos have to do with your plan?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’m just thinking maybe there’s a way to combine the two? Like, something big and splashy to show Ricky I’m serious about my feelings for him. Like tell him that I see both sides of him, and I really value that.”

      “Okay. So something public that a lot of people would see.”

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      “Well, you’re taking photography classes at Lakeshore, right? Could you set up something through them?”

      “Like an art show maybe?”

      “Do I look like I know a lot about art shows?” Micah shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea. I’m just throwing things out there.”

      “Yeah maybe,” Ian said doubtfully. “Shows like that take time, though. Printing, framing, hanging the art. Sending out press stuff. And that’s assuming it wouldn’t already conflict with what they have scheduled.”

      “What else is there? Nathan did the campus newspaper thing when he came out.”

      “Not sure newspapers have the reach I’m looking for or really work well with photographs. I mean, they’re not going to dedicate that much space to it ...” He paused. “Wait, there was this magazine I was featured in last year. For Pride. They did a feature on the people on the floats. Maybe I could reach out to someone there?”

      Micah shrugged. “It seems worth checking out at least.”

      “Yeah, it really does.” Ian nodded, his head buzzing with ideas.

      “You feeling any better?”

      “I am, actually,” Ian said with a smile.

      “Awesome.”

      Ian grew serious again. “Lowell might actually kill you for helping me, though.”

      “Ehh, I’ve been killed by Lowell before. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Ian chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

      “Hey, he’s totally going to kill you too, you know that, right?”

      “I do,” Ian said with a sigh. “But I think it’s worth the risk. At least, I hope so.”

      “I hope so too.”

      “All right, unless there’s something else I can help with, I’m going to head out.” Micah lifted his now-empty glass. “And don’t worry, I live within walking distance.”

      “Sure. Thanks.” Ian shot Micah a relieved smile as they both stood. “I really appreciate this. It helped.”

      “Good.” Micah pulled him in for a quick, tight hug. “I’m glad. Anytime. And I don’t mean just for when you’ve got guy troubles. It would be cool to hang out sometime.”

      “I’d like that. I’d like that a lot.”

      Ian was still thinking about Micah’s words as he walked to the train station to go home. Maybe he still had a shot at fixing things with Ricky. And he knew he had a friend.

      That was something.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 18, 2013 – LAKEVIEW EAST, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

      

      

      “Hello, Mr. Harrington? This is Dana Johnston. You left me a voice message asking about a feature in Out in Chicago?” the woman said.

      Ian cleared his throat. “Yes. I’m a swimmer for Lakeshore University, and last year you wrote an article about gay college athletes. I’m not sure if you remember me, but we also talked about my photography ...”

      “Oh! Yes. I do remember you. What kind of feature were you interested in? Your message wasn’t very clear.”

      “Well, I’m still trying to figure that out,” Ian admitted. There was silence on the other end. “Maybe I should start at the beginning.”

      “That seems like a good idea.” Her voice was kind.

      “So, I’ve been dating a wonderful guy for a few months. He’s a drag queen.”

      “Okay …”

      “The problem is I’m an idiot, and I screwed up. I hurt him pretty badly, and I thought maybe there was a chance you’d be willing to publish an article with some pictures I took of him as an apology.”

      “An article with some pictures you took of him …” She sounded doubtful. “While I’m sympathetic about what happened in your relationship, I fail to see how the article would help. Or, to be frank, why we’d be willing to publish it in our magazine.”

      Jesus, he needed to stop acting like a child and get his act together. “Could you just humor me for another ten minutes?” Ian asked. “I’d like to email you some of the photos I took, and then I’ll explain better.”

      “Sure.” Dana sounded almost amused now. “Do you still have my email address?”

      “I do, thanks.” Ian had already prepared the email, so he double-checked that her address was correct, then hit send and let her know.

      “Got it.” There was silence on the other end for a bit, though he could still hear the hum of voices in the background, so he knew she was still on the line. “Wow,” she said eventually. “These are … these are very good, Mr. Harrington.”

      “Ian,” he said. “Please, just call me Ian.”

      “These are incredible photos, Ian. You should be incredibly proud of the work you’ve done. There’s a real depth and maturity to your portraits.”

      “I am proud of them,” he admitted. “But really, it’s Ricky who deserves the praise.”

      “Ricky was your boyfriend?”

      Was. It killed Ian to think of their relationship in the past tense.

      “Yeah.” His voice cracked a little. “Unfortunately, I didn’t do a great job of publicly showing him I was proud of his drag persona as well.”

      “Ohh …” Dana’s voice was understanding. “I think I’m starting to see what you’re getting at.”

      “I thought … I had this idea that if you could publish the pictures—the ones of him as Ricky and as Rosie, he might see how I really felt about him. That I’m proud of him. Of being with him. Of all the parts of who he is. I just …” He swallowed hard. “I just need a chance to show him that I can do better. That I can be better. That I’m serious about this.”

      “It’s a lovely gesture,” she said. “But I’m not entirely comfortable sharing these images publicly without his consent.”

      For one wild moment, Ian was afraid he’d sent the wrong images. That he’d sent the nudes instead. His heart stuttered in his chest, and he held his breath as he scrolled through the sent email. But, no, Ricky was dressed—or at least had pants on—in all of them. And the ones of Rosie were nothing too scandalous, either. “Why?” Ian asked.

      “Well, for one, our policy is never to publish photos of anyone in our magazine without a model release form signed,” she said.

      “Oh, I have that! We talked about it. Ricky had mentioned his boss might be interested in using some of the drag shots in promotions for the club Rosie performs at, so I printed up a model release form. He signed it already.”

      “Okay. I’d have to take a look at the wording of the contract to see if it passes muster, but that’s not the only issue.”

      “What’s the other problem?”

      “Well, not everyone is comfortable with linking their personal life with their drag persona. Without being able to discuss that with Ricky, I can’t know how he would feel about that. Could there be ramifications with his career? With family? What about his safety?”

      “Sure. I understand that.” Ian swallowed past the thickness in this throat. “The last thing I would ever want to do is jeopardize him in any way, but I understand why you have to be careful.”

      “I’m sorry we can’t help. It’s a sweet gesture, but …”

      “Wait, I have another idea!” Ian blurted out. “Just hear me out. What if I used only shots of him from the back? Or carefully cropped them so you could never see his real identity. We wouldn’t have to use his last name, either.”

      “That might be possible …” she said slowly. “I’d still have to run the idea by my editor to see if that was even something they’d be interested in. I assume you want it to be in the December issue rather than waiting until the January issue came out?”

      “Sooner would be better,” Ian admitted.

      “Okay.” She sighed. “That makes it tougher because we’re getting down to the wire. Let me have a talk with my editor first. Once I do, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thank you,” Ian said gratefully. “I really appreciate it.”
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        * * *
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      “Thought you weren’t coming back, Harrington,” Bryce said. His head was down as he tied his running shoes.

      Ian grunted in response as he spun the dial on his locker. It had been five days since the meet, and Ian hadn’t been to swim practice since. His phone had been blowing up with messages from the university. The athletic director. From his teammates. His coach. From Chase. From everyone he hadn’t wanted to hear from. Ian just hadn’t been able to face Bryce and Coach Schultz until he knew what he was going to do. What he was going to say. How he was going to move forward in his life.

      There had been nothing but silence from Ricky. But Ian had a plan now.

      “So, um, hey, can I talk to you?” Bryce said.

      “I really have nothing to say to you, asshole,” Ian said. He pulled things from his locker and dumped them in his bag.

      “No, look, I want to apologize.”

      Ian froze. “Apologize?” He turned to face Bryce and felt a wave of remorse wash over him when he saw Bryce had two black eyes. “Shit, I think I am the one who should be apologizing. You look awful.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that, asshole,” Bryce said with a sigh. “But I’ll live.”

      Ian stared at him. “So what are you apologizing for?”

      “For outing your boyfriend. Katie tore into me about the fact that it was very not cool of me to let everyone know he’s a drag queen. I mean, I shouldn’t have started shit with you, either, but it was even shittier of me to out him. She said drag queens get beat up and stuff, so sometimes, they’re trying to keep their real identity quiet. I didn’t even think about that when I blabbed about it in front of a shitload of people. I wasn’t trying to do it on purpose. I just blurted it out because I was surprised I recognized him. It was stupid, but I swear it wasn’t malicious. And I’m sorry.”

      “Oh.” Ian blinked at him. “Yeah, Ricky did get threatened once when he was in drag. Years ago, but it could have gotten really ugly then if a friend of his hadn’t stepped in. Katie’s definitely right about that.”

      “Well, let him know I’m sorry, okay?”

      Ian had to clear his throat. “I’m not sure if I can. We’re not really speaking right now. He’s pretty pissed at me for the way I treated him, so he broke up with me.”

      Bryce winced. “Well, I’m sorry if I made that worse.”

      “You did,” Ian admitted. Although it was tempting to blame it all on Bryce, that wasn’t fair. Ian needed to be an adult and admit he was the one who had fucked up. “But if I had dealt with my shit before that, it wouldn’t have been a problem. You were the catalyst, not the cause.”

      “Still ...” Bryce shrugged. “I feel badly that I was an asshole. I know you and I have had this semi-antagonistic thing going for a while, and it works for competing, but it’s not supposed to spill out into everything else.”

      “Thanks, Bryce.” Maybe the guy wasn’t so bad after all. Ironic that Ian was as close as he’d ever been with Bryce, and he was about to leave. “And you were right about my swimming the other day. I’ve been in a slump since Andy died, and I needed to hear that.”

      “Oh, sure,” Bryce said. “I was a little harsh, though. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Ian said. He lowered his voice. “Look, I don’t know how to say this exactly, but you were right a few minutes ago when you said you thought I wasn’t coming back. I am quitting.”

      “Quitting what?”

      “The team.”

      Bryce’s eyes widened. “Whoa, really?”

      “Yeah, I’m sick of Coach’s behavior. He’s abusive as hell, and it’s only gotten worse since Andy died.” Ian sighed.

      Bryce grimaced. “Yeah, I know.”

      “I don’t want to fuck you guys over for the season, but I can’t keep swimming for him anymore.”

      “No, I get that.”

      “So, I’m out of here. I’ll find a private coach or something. I don’t know. I’ve got options, though. As a head’s up, though, I want you to know I’m going to file a formal complaint with the university. Coach is out of control, and I need to do something to stop it.”

      Bryce nodded. “You need some backup? I’ll totally back you, if you want.”

      Ian blinked at him. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really,” Bryce said. “I’ve known it needed to happen for a while, but I haven’t done anything about it, and I feel badly about that. Especially after what happened at the meet.”

      “Yeah, if you would back me up, that would be great,” Ian said, surprised. “The more people who are on my side, the more likely they’ll be to actually listen.”

      “I’ll do what I can. And I’ll talk to Katie about it. I’m pretty sure she’d be in, and I think maybe Li and Porter will back you too. They’ve all been complaining about him lately.”

      “I’d appreciate that a lot.” Ian gave him a small, sincere smile. “You know, it’s almost a shame I’m leaving. This is the best we’ve gotten along in years,” he admitted.

      “Guess we should have gotten in a fistfight a long time ago, Harrington.” Bryce smirked at him.

      Ian laughed for what felt like the first time since the meet. “Guess so.”

      Ian piled the last of his things into his bag, zipped it closed, then hoisted it onto his shoulder. “Okay, well, I’m off to talk to Coach. Wish me luck.”

      Bryce winced. “Good luck. And keep me up to date on how it goes with the university, okay?”

      “Yeah, I will.” Ian held out a hand. “Thanks, man.”
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        * * *

      

      Ian’s heart hammered in his chest as he approached Coach’s office. The door was open, but he was staring intently at something on the screen, so Ian rapped on the doorframe.

      “Coach? I need to talk to you.”

      “Wait until after practice,” he said, not even looking up. “I’m in the middle of something, Harrington.”

      “It can’t wait.”

      “Unless you’re missing a limb, it can wait.” His tone was dismissive, and in the past, Ian would have come back later, but this couldn’t wait. He was tired of waiting.

      “I’m quitting,” Ian said bluntly. He let his gear bag drop to the floor before he walked into the office.

      “Excuse me?” Coach Shultz finally lifted his head and stared at Ian.

      “I’m quitting the team.” Ian stepped farther into the room so he was standing across the desk from Coach and could look him in the eye. “And you’re the reason why. I refuse to swim for someone so toxic.”

      Ian tilted his head and looked down at his coach. He remembered Coach Schultz consoling him after a tough loss at his first meet, a fatherly hand on his shoulder as he reminded Ian that there was always the next meet. That loss was always a teaching lesson. That he could do better the next time.

      Ian thought about the moment Coach had set him down to tell him his parents had died in a car crash on the way to his meet. Ian remembered the pounding of the blood rushing through his ears as he asked, “Both of them?” in a hoarse voice, and Coach said, “Yes, Ian. I’m sorry. They’re both gone.” He remembered the concern on Coach’s face, the sorrow in his eyes, and the worry for him.

      But now, Ian looked down at him and saw nothing but rage in Coach Schultz’s eyes. His face was red and a vein bulged in his temple. Ian couldn’t recognize the man who’d been his mentor. A man he’d thought of as family.

      “What? Don’t be stupid.” Coach sneered as he rose to his feet. “This is your career we’re talking about, Harrington. Potential Olympic gold medals wasted if you give up now.”

      “Who said I was giving up?” Ian crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m firing you as my coach and leaving the team here. That doesn’t mean I can’t join a new team or get a new coach. There are plenty of people who’d be happy to work with me. You’re not the only medal maker out there.”

      Coach Schultz sputtered. “But we’ve been working together since you were twelve.”

      “Yeah, and my childish loyalty to you made me blind to what a fucking awful person you are,” Ian snapped. He had let that sense of misguided loyalty prevent him from seeing the truth. He’d stuck around much longer than he should have. Maybe he’d let his fear of losing another person in his life hold him back, but in the end, he’d wrapped up all of his hopes and dreams in a man who didn’t deserve it.

      Coach Schultz crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ll be letting down your teammates.”

      “I’ll feel bad about that,” Ian admitted. “But you’ve created a toxic atmosphere here. You’ve become so focused on winning you’re forgetting about who your swimmers are as people. You’ve stopped caring about them at all. You totally lost Andy’s loyalty, and he was one of the most loyal people on the fucking planet. I should have left then.”

      “I made you the swimmer you are,” Coach Shultz shouted. “If you hadn’t let yourself get distracted by these fucking pansies ... first Andy and now your drag queen boyfriend.”

      “Don’t you dare say anything about Andy or Ricky,” Ian snarled. “I won’t tolerate your abuse anymore. Not about who I am or the people I love. That right there is why I’m leaving.”

      “They’ve made you soft,” Coach sneered. “Made you less of a man.”

      “You’re wrong. A man sticks up for the people he cares about. He doesn’t try to tear them down. I don’t give a shit what you think of me anymore,” Ian said. “I don’t. I used to, you know? I used to fucking idolize you. I used to think you cared about me, but I don’t know anymore. Either it was all a lie or you’ve changed.”

      Coach just glared at him.

      “And comments like the ones you just made are why I refuse to swim for you anymore.”

      “You can’t win without me,” he countered.

      “That’s possible,” Ian said calmly. “But I don’t want to win so badly I’ll throw people under the bus to do it. If I do it, I’ll do it the right way.”

      “With an attitude like that, you’ll definitely never be a champion,” Coach sneered.

      “Maybe not,” Ian said. “But I’m going to try. And win or lose, I’m going to do it without you. You won’t get to take credit for what I’ve done. I lost my parents because of swimming. I lost Andy. And I damn well won’t let you take any more from my life.” His voice came out choked and tight.

      All the blood drained from Coach’s face. Ian expected him to scream at him again, but he just stared at Ian with a look of betrayal in his eyes.

      “Get out of here,” Coach Schultz said hoarsely. “If you have no loyalty, I’m done with you anyway. You claim you care about Andy’s memory and your parents’, but you’ve betrayed them too. You’ve betrayed all of us.”

      Ian turned and left the office without another word. There was so much anger and hurt boiling up inside him, he couldn’t take it another second. He just wanted to get out, get away. Be anywhere but the place where he’d lost Andy. Where he’d pushed Ricky away and let him walk out of his life.

      “Holy shit, Ian,” Bryce said, catching his arm as he walked past. “Are you okay? I thought I was going to have to come in there, and ...”

      “I ...” Ian let out a shaky breath. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “We all were ready to jump in there,” Kurt Li said with a scowl. “Everything he said is bullshit.”

      “I’m going to go straight to the athletic director,” Ian said, adrenaline still thrumming through his veins. “Tell them what happened.”

      “We’ll go with you,” Jana Porter said.

      “Yeah,” someone else chimed in, and soon dozens of Ian’s teammates were crowded around him, telling him they’d go with him.

      “All of you?” Ian felt uneasy. “I … I don’t expect you guys to put yourself on the line like that. I know some of you have scholarships you can’t risk, and …”

      “Coach has crossed a line,” Katie said with a scowl. “Seriously, he can’t keep doing shit like this. If we all go in together, we can get him fired. He shouldn’t be in this position any longer.”

      “You’d do that for me?” Ian said.

      “We’re a team,” Kurt said, placing a hand on Ian’s shoulder. “We’ve got your back.”

      “Come on, it’s not all about you anyway, Harrington,” Bryce said with a little smile. “We’re all tired of dealing with that kind of treatment. And besides, you need me there.”

      “Oh, I do, do I?” Ian said with a wet little laugh as he wiped his eyes.

      “Well, my dad’s on the fucking board of trustees for the university, so yeah, I can throw that weight around,” Bryce said with a cocky little smirk. For once, Ian didn’t mind it. “Besides, I recorded the whole conversation. I got everything Coach Schultz said to you. You can see and hear everything. He won’t be able to wiggle out of this.”

      “Holy shit,” Ian said. “That’s ... that’s huge.”

      “Come on,” Katie said, looping her arm through Ian’s. “Let’s go get our team back.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours were intense.

      Thankfully, Alex Bailey, the athletic director, had taken their concerns seriously. Ian had been concerned that the athletics department might circle the wagons and try to protect the man who’d earned the university a hell of a lot of prestige and money. Bryce throwing around his dad’s name had helped, though, and the video had clinched it.

      “I’m glad you brought this to our attention,” Director Bailey said, his jaw tight. “This is unacceptable. Obviously, I’m not the only person who will make the decision, but I’m behind you one hundred percent. In addition to the previous complaints that have been made, there’s no question there’s a serious problem here that needs to be addressed.”

      “This won’t just get swept under the rug?” Ian asked. He knew there was a lot at stake here. The university’s reputation and status as a championship-winning swim team, for one.

      “No.” Director Bailey looked Ian in the eye. “I won’t let it be. This will be looked into. Immediately. This is not acceptable behavior on the part of one of our coaches.”

      “Thank you,” Ian said, grateful they were taking it seriously.

      “However, we need to sit down in private sometime and discuss your behavior at the meet last weekend, as well, Mr. Harrington. It’s my understanding you punched Mr. Burgess here?”

      Ian cleared his throat. “I did.”

      “I goaded him into it,” Bryce protested. “We had a personal beef that got a bit out of hand, but it’s not really Ian’s fault.”

      “While that may be the case,” Director Bailey said, setting his glasses down on his desk. “It’s still a violation of the university’s code of conduct for athletes. A suspension will be called for. It’s clear this entire team has been under an enormous amount of pressure, and I’ll make some allowance for that, but you will have to sit out some meets, Mr. Harrington. You can’t just go around punching your teammates without there being any consequences.”

      “I understand, sir,” Ian said.

      “I want to meet with you this week to discuss it further and decide on the appropriate length of time for the suspension. You’ll receive a call from my assistant about that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now …” Director Bailey walked toward the door to escort them out. “It appears I need to sit down with the board and discuss what will happen with the coaching situation. Until we’ve had a chance to review all of the evidence, I’ll place Coach Schultz on temporary suspension. Assistant Coach Roberts will fill in for now. Hopefully, that’s acceptable to you all?”

      Everyone agreed to that, and a short while later, the team trooped out of the building. Ian stopped just outside to thank his teammates. His friends.

      “I never expected this, guys. I owe you big time.” Ian cleared his throat, feeling a little choked up as he hugged them one by one. Even Bryce. Ian had never had anyone go to bat like that for him before. He’d fully expected to go up against the university alone. He would have done it, but they were so much stronger together.

      “Hey, this is for all of us,” Kurt said. “We’re in this together, Harrington.”

      “Do you want to go out to breakfast with us?” Katie asked a few minutes later as Ian turned to go.

      “I ...”

      Ian almost said no. He had work to do. He had to figure out how to fix things with Ricky, but holy shit, it had been a crazy morning, and while he might not have done any swimming, he was hungry and exhausted, and well, he owed all of these people big time.

      “Yeah, that would be great.”
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      No matter how many times Ricky tried, nothing seemed to come out of his piano except for minor chords. He sang all of the sad Spanish songs he knew until Irving knocked on his door and yelled at him to cut it out.

      Ricky tried to write something original, but the words and the melody refused to come together, and he finally gave up on music.

      He went to work, ignored Cecelia’s concerned questions, and put a fake smile on his face during budget meetings and when he had to deal with the public. But at lunch, he closed his door, hid inside his office, and cried. He didn’t go out for fresh air, and he barely choked down any of the food he’d packed.

      He brushed off Lowell’s concerned texts and phone calls.

      He just wanted everyone to leave him alone to wallow in his misery.

      When a knock on the door came one evening after work, Ricky wanted to ignore it. Sure that it was Irving or Lowell determined to drag him out of his funk, he opened the door, knowing they’d just continue to knock until they wore him down. Instead, he found Ian on the other side. Ricky’s vision went white and fuzzy around the edges as he stared at his boyfriend—ex-boyfriend?—in shock.

      “Can I come in?” Ian swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat, and Ricky took in the dark circles under his eyes and drawn expression. Huh, turned out twenty-one-year-old competitive athletes with chiseled abs could look bad. It almost made Ricky feel better.

      Almost.

      “Why?” Ricky asked quietly. “Why are you here, Ian?”

      “Because I need to apologize.”

      “I already told you I don’t want to hear it. We’re over. Please, just go home.”

      But Ian didn’t budge. “There are some things that have happened recently that might change your mind about how you feel.”

      Ricky laughed hollowly. Nothing would change his mind. But if he had to listen to Ian one more time before he told him to go, so be it. Maybe it would be the closure Ian apparently needed.

      Ricky had found his. He was done dating, and there was nothing Ian could do or say that would change Ricky’s mind.

      “Fine. Come in.”

      Ian’s expression brightened. Rather than invite him to have a seat on the couch, though, Ricky sat on one of the stools in the kitchen. Hesitantly, Ian took the one next to him. Ricky gave him an impassive glance, waiting for him to start.

      “I quit the swim team,” Ian said.

      “What?” Ricky asked hoarsely. He’d expected Ian to beg and plead with him for a second chance. He’d expected a litany of reasons why Ricky should take him back. Ricky had never expected that, though.

      “I quit the team,” Ian repeated. “Well, I tried.”

      “You tried?”

      “I’m not sure what’s happening, exactly,” Ian said. “I went into Coach’s office to quit, and he started screaming at me …”

      Ricky listened as Ian described what had happened with his teammates and with the athletic director.

      “Coach Schultz is on temporary suspension, and they’re investigating it now. They said there will be an official decision made soon,” he finished. His expression was grave.

      “So what will you do?” Ricky asked.

      “Well, if for some reason they keep him on, I’ll go find a private swim club,” Ian said. “I don’t think that’ll happen, but there’s no way I’ll swim for him anymore under any circumstances.”

      “Okay. “

      “If they do get rid of him, I’ll stick with the team,” Ian said. “At least, until the end of the school year.”

      “You’re not giving up swimming, then?”

      “No.” An uneasy expression crossed Ian’s face. “Why? Did you want me to?”

      “No,” Ricky said softly. “I know how much you love it. I’d never expect you to quit swimming for me. Or for any reason, unless it was what you wanted.” He hesitated, not sure if he should admit this to Ian. “I thought about quitting drag,” he finally said.

      Ian stared at him, wide-eyed. “What?” he said hoarsely. “No, you can’t do that.”

      “You don’t get to make that decision for me,” Ricky pointed out. “But I said that I thought about it. Not that I did it. It’s too much a part of who I am to get rid of.” He took a deep breath. “What I decided was that I’m going to stop looking for a relationship instead.”

      “Ricky, no,” Ian protested. “You’re the most loving, wonderful person I’ve ever met. Even if I fucked up too much for us to ever work, you shouldn’t give up on finding love with someone else. You deserve it. You deserve it more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      Wetness clung to Ian’s lashes, and the sight of his tears made Ricky’s heart ache.

      “What choice do I have?” Ricky whispered. “It’s either drag or love, and … I love myself too much to give up who I am. For anyone. You made that clear to me.”

      “I am so sorry,” Ian said. “I never should have treated you that way. I’ve been replaying that moment at the meet, and …” He closed his eyes. “God, if I could just do it over I would.”

      Ricky watched a tear drip from his long lashes and travel down his cheek.

      “I made the wrong choice that day,” Ian said as he opened his eyes again. “I chose my loyalty to the past over my future with you.”

      Ricky smiled sadly. “There is no future with me, Ian.” His tone was gentle.

      “Because I hurt you too much for you to forgive?” Ian asked.

      “No. Because even with a new coach, we’re going to run into this over and over if we continue,” Ricky said softly. “And I’m always going to worry about being a liability to your career. I don’t want you to get closer to the Olympics and decide you need to hide me. I won’t live like that. I can’t live like that.”

      Ian nodded.

      “And what about your relationship with your brother? Upending your career to be with me isn’t going to convince him I’m a positive influence in your life.”

      “Chase is my brother,” Ian said. “And I love him. But he needs to stop treating me like a kid, Ricky. He needs to see that I’m the one in charge of my career. My life. I want his approval, but he doesn’t get to dictate how I live my life anymore. I won’t let his opinion of you keep us apart.”

      “That’s easy to say,” Ricky said. “But how do I trust that you mean it? Any of it.”

      “Where’s your laptop?”

      “My laptop?” Ricky blinked at him in confusion.

      “Yeah.”

      “In the music room.” Ricky pointed toward the other end of the room where his piano was.

      “Okay. Can I go get it or do you want to?”

      “You can get it,” Ricky said, feeling completely baffled. Unlike the time Irving had come over and found him drunk, Ricky hadn’t had a drop of alcohol tonight. But everything happening felt as strange and unreal as if he’d downed another bottle on an empty stomach. Being near Ian again was making his head spin.

      Ian retrieved Ricky’s laptop and handed it to him. Ricky opened it, typed in his password, and then turned it to face Ian. “I have no idea why you want it but … here.”

      “It’ll be clear in a moment.”

      “Okay …” Ricky watched Ian as he typed in something, then turned the screen to face Ricky again. It appeared to be the website for the magazine Out in Chicago. He scanned the page. “I—I don’t understand.”

      “Scroll down.”

      Ricky did and his breath caught in his throat as he saw a picture he recognized. “Oh, Ian …”

      It was one of the shots Ian had taken on the roof of his apartment building. Rosie stood with her arms uplifted, chin tilted up as she stared up at the sky. The gold sequin dress was painted on, and it glowed in the sunlight, giving her an almost otherworldly luster.

      It was a proud, triumphant pose, but Rosie’s expression was calm, serene. It was as if Ian had captured the feeling of Rosie finally knowing she had everything she’d ever wanted in her life. Ricky felt a pang in his chest at the sight. In that moment, it had seemed as if everything had come together for him. Unfortunately, that hadn’t lasted long.

      “It’s stunning, Ian,” Ricky whispered.

      “You don’t mind them using the portrait of Rosie, do you?” Ian ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it and making it stand on end. “You’d signed the model release, and …”

      “No, I love it. It’s an absolutely beautiful image.” Ricky trailed his fingertips across the laptop screen. It was bittersweet to look at that moment of short-lived happiness, but Ricky would still cherish it. “Could I get a copy of it?”

      “Of course.” Ian cleared his throat. “I originally pitched them an article with both sets of photos I took of you. In my head, it was going to be this thing about how I loved both sides of you. But they had concerns about your safety. I should have thought of that.”

      “You meant well,” Ricky said. “But yes, it’s better to keep that separate.”

      “I was still a little worried about showing your face as Rosie. I mean if Bryce recognized you from one drag show where he was drunk …”

      “He also saw me up close and personal in the locker room, and he heard me use a phrase I commonly use as Rosie,” Ricky said. “I appreciate your concern, but that picture is beautiful, and I’m not concerned about the article. There are plenty of pictures of Rosie out there in the world. As long as they aren’t attached to my full legal name or picture, I’m not concerned.”

      “That’s what I thought, but I just wanted to be sure.” Ian cleared his throat. “Did you look at the title of the article?”

      “Love is a Drag,” Ricky read aloud.

      “Click on the link. You’ll want to see the whole thing.”

      The link took Ricky to a photo-heavy article. It took a moment for the page to load, and when it did, Ricky could hardly breathe. There were pictures of several drag queens, and he stopped scrolling when he spotted a photo of Irving dressed as Blair. Ian’s name was credited below that too.

      “You shot Blair?” Ricky asked. “When did you do that?”

      “Yeah. Last week. The magazine didn’t want to do my original idea, so I pitched them something else. A story about the challenges of finding love as a drag queen. Irving was really the only other queen I knew so I reached out to him, and it all snowballed from there.” Ian cleared his throat. “Have you read the article yet?”

      “No, I’ll do that now.”

      Ricky still didn’t understand why Ian was so insistent about him reading it. It wouldn’t change anything, but the photos were beautiful, and Ricky would give Ian a little more of his time.

      Dating is a drag under the best of circumstances, he read. But what is it like to date as a drag queen? Or date a drag queen?

      Out in Chicago sat down with several local queens and the men who love them to dish the dirt about what it’s really like finding love in the world of drag.

      Although drag queens have long had a place in the LGBTQ community, many say that it’s a double-edged sword. “Sure, you get a lot of attention as a queen,” Blair Underwear said. “But that doesn’t mean they’re proud to take you home or show you off to their friends. You’re treated like a taboo. Like some kind of fetish half the time. It’s hell on the ego, honey.”

      And what of the men who say they love gay men who have a whole other persona under the lights? “Look, I’ll admit it, I’m not proud of some of things I said or the way I behaved when I fell in love with a drag performer,” Ian Harrington said.

      Harrington is a Division 1 collegiate swimmer at Lakeshore University who has his eye on Olympic gold medals. “I’m constantly torn between the macho sporting environment and being open and honest about the kind of men I’m attracted to.”

      Although they dated for several months, trying to mesh Harrington’s Olympic dreams and Rosie’s glamorous performances at Boystown’s Temptations Club proved too much for the couple.

      “I wasn’t ready to admit publicly that I was in love with Rosie,” Harrington said, expressing remorse. “And that was hurtful.”

      So why is he coming clean now? And why the dramatic photo spread?

      “It’s an apology,” Harrington explained. “I can’t undo the damage, but I thought some public atonement might at least show how sincere I am. I fell in love with Rosie Riveting, and I’m not ashamed to say that. Rosie, and the man under the drag … that person is everything to me. And my insecurities got in the way. I’ve had the motto ‘win at all costs’ drilled into me since I was a kid. But I’m rejecting that idea now that I see what the cost really is.”

      Ricky read through the whole thing, and at the bottom of the page, there was a photo. In the original, Rosie stood with one hand out, palm up, looking down toward the ground. It had been an odd pose, something she’d done off the cuff with no real thought of how it would look. When Ricky had looked at the photo after the shoot, he’d thought it had turned out nice but was nothing spectacular.

      In this version, Ian, wearing only a swimsuit, knelt beside her, looking up at her with an expression of love as he reached out beseechingly. He must have staged the photo of himself, then merged them together into one. It was Ian at his most vulnerable, begging for her forgiveness. In a very public way.

      “Oh, Ian ...” Ricky whispered. All of the pictures were so beautiful. They were a glimpse of the way Ian saw Rosie. They showed her as strong and fierce, sweet and tender, and all of those things that Ricky wanted to be in every part of his life. All the things he’d wanted other people to see in him. “You really do see me.”

      “I see you,” Ian whispered hoarsely. “I see all of you. And I love all of you.”

      “I don’t know if it’s enough, Ian.” Ricky finally tore his gaze away from the screen to look at Ian. “Did you do this with the idea that once I saw it, we’d get together again?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I … Yeah, I hoped maybe we would. But after I read the final article, it hit me how badly I’d fucked up. How much I must have hurt you. I know it’s probably too late for us, but I thought you should see this. You should know how I feel about you. And that I want the world to know that too. Whatever happens between us, the world should know how I feel about you.” He looked at Ricky.

      The longing on his face made Ricky’s heart ache. Ian did love him. Ricky knew that. But was it enough?

      “I also met with an agent that Micah put me in contact with,” Ian continued.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Ian said. “He knows how I feel about you and that it’s something I’m not willing to budge on. Even if you don’t want to be together, I’ll be pursuing my swimming career without hiding any part of who I am or whom I love.” There was a stubborn tilt to Ian’s jaw. “He’s going to work with me to build my career with that in mind.”

      “That won’t hurt your chances of qualifying for the Olympics?”

      “No. Not as long as my times are good enough,” Ian said, straightening. “To get an A-level entry, I need to earn an Olympic qualifying time, then race at the trials and finish in the top two in an individual event and place in the top six in the 200-meter and 400-meter relay teams.”

      “Oh, is at all?” Ricky asked faintly.

      Ian smiled. “Yep, that’s it. I can handle that.”

      Ricky shook his head. “Better you than me.”

      “Well, I am the one who’s been training for it …” Ian reached out and took his hand. “But I’d like you with me while I go for it.”

      “Ian …”

      “No, hear me out, please,” Ian said softly.

      “Okay.”

      “I know I fucked up before. I let myself care about what Coach thought more than looking out for you. I won’t do that again. And honestly, I’ve been holding myself back in a lot of ways. With my relationship with you, with my swimming …” Ian looked down for a moment. “But I know what I have to do now to move forward. If you don’t trust me, if you don’t think you’ll ever be able to trust me, I’ll understand it. I hate the thought of losing you, but I do know how badly I hurt you. I want a chance to fix that, but if you tell me no, I’ll understand. I’ll respect that.” There was a tremor in Ian’s voice, but when he lifted his head, his gaze was steady.

      Although Ian had never seemed immature to Ricky, it was clear that he’d grow up even more in the time they’d been apart. He seemed steadier. More focused. A little less rash.

      “Can you give me a little time to think?” Ricky asked. He couldn’t think with Ian sitting a few feet away, looking at him with those sad eyes. Ricky needed a clear head to make this decision.

      “Yeah, of course.” Ian leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to his forehead. “Just let me know when you want me to come back. We can talk more whenever you’re ready. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t need that much time,” Ricky said. “Maybe half an hour?”

      “Whatever you need is fine.” Ian stood. “I’ll go out for a walk around the block or something. Text me when you’re ready to talk.”

      “It’s freezing out there,” Ricky protested as Ian shrugged on his jacket.

      “I don’t mind. It’ll be good for clearing my head. If I get too cold, I’ll find a coffee shop. Don’t rush yourself on my account.”

      “Okay. I’ll text you.”

      After Ian closed the door behind him, Ricky walked into the hallway and flicked on the light. He stared at the picture of Reuben. “What do I do, Reuben?”

      “I don’t know, honey. What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Ricky admitted, relieved to hear Reuben’s voice in his head again. It was the first time since his breakup with Ian. “That’s the problem.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “Yes.” The answer came without hesitation. Although Ian had hurt him, if Ricky thought long and hard about it, the truth was he still loved Ian. His heart still hurt, but it hadn’t squashed Ricky’s feelings for him.

      “He loves you,” Reuben said. “That much is obvious.”

      Ricky hesitated. Up until that moment in the locker room, Ricky had never doubted Ian’s feelings for him. Ian’s shame and discomfort at his teammate and coach knowing about Ricky’s drag had hurt deeply at the time. It had made him doubt that Ian had meant what he’d said. But now, with a little time and distance, Ricky could see that much of Ian’s behavior had been based around fear. The horror and embarrassment Ricky had seen on Ian’s face wasn’t necessarily about him. It had more to do with the timing and the situation as a whole.

      Ian had lost his parents as a teenager. Then lost his best friend just a few years later. He was estranged from his teammates and his coach. His coach’s disdain had made Ian shut down. The moment of rejection had made Ricky feel small, and he’d vowed to himself that he’d never be with anyone who diminished him.

      And yet …

      Ricky shook his head. He couldn’t get the photos and Ian’s words out of his head. Ian hadn’t just told Ricky he was sorry; he’d told the world. He’d stood up for himself and found a way to continue his swimming career. He’d made tough choices, knowing that he’d have an even harder road ahead. He’d risked his career with no guarantee that he would get Ricky back.

      “He loves me a lot,” Ricky admitted aloud. “But is that enough?”

      “He’s young and he’s a little impulsive, but I think he has his priorities straight now.”

      “He certainly has made a lot of changes. I guess I’m just worried they won’t stick. Sure, he has a new coach, his agent knows how he’s planning to move forward, he has these plans for his career …” Ricky shook his head. “It scares me. What if I am a distraction from all that? He wants to do some pretty extraordinary things. I don’t want to hold him back from that. I couldn’t bear to be a liability to him.”

      “But what if you aren’t a distraction? What if your love gives him the fuel to succeed where he wouldn’t have been able to otherwise?”

      “That’s a lot of pressure on me,” Ricky said. “If he fails, I’ll worry it was because of me.”

      “You don’t get to make that choice for him, honey. If he wins, if he loses, that’s on him. All you can control is your decision about if you want to be with him on that journey or not.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re right. It is really fucking cold out,” Ian said as he entered the apartment half an hour later. His teeth were chattering a little bit as he hung up his coat again. The temperature had plummeted, and Ian had begun to regret his decision to go for a walk around the neighborhood. It hadn’t helped that he kept pulling his phone out of his pocket to check for a message from Ricky. His fingers had gone numb from the cold by the time Ricky told him to come back.

      “I see that. Your nose is pink,” Ricky said. “Come here. I’ll warm you up.”

      Ricky pulled Ian toward him, rubbing his arms briskly. Ian went still as he held his breath. He wanted to sink into Ricky’s touch and pull him even closer, but he was afraid it might not mean what he wanted it to. “Um, Ricky, I don’t want to read anything into this, but …”

      Ricky took Ian’s large hands, clasping them between his much smaller ones. He looked up at Ian with a soft smile. “I took a while to think, and I decided I want to give our relationship another chance. What you did hurt me, Ian. But I believe, at heart, you’re a good person. That you’ve made the changes you need to in your life and have learned from your mistakes. I decided I want to take this journey with you. If you’re going to go for the gold, then I want to be by your side while you do it. I want to cheer you on the whole way. Just like I know you’ll cheer me on as Rosie.”

      “Oh, Ricky,” Ian whispered. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” Ricky’s smile was serene, like he’d let go of his anger and all his doubts.

      Ian wished he could feel the same with his own worries.

      “There are probably a couple of things you should know first,” Ian admitted. It seemed really dumb to talk Ricky out of a relationship once he’d said he wanted to be together, but it wasn’t fair to Ricky if Ian wasn’t honest about what else they’d have to face. “Once my career heats up, I’m going to be traveling a lot more. So far, you’ve only seen a little bit of that. I’ve been going to meets in state and a lot have been held here at Lakeshore. That’s nothing like it’ll be later. There will be a ton of regional meets, and then the big U.S nationals’ race. If I make the Olympic team, I’ll have to move to wherever they have the team training camp for a while. There will be the FINA world championships … It’s a lot. I don’t expect you to drop your job or your drag performances. I want you to know I’d never ask you to do that. But it means we won’t see each other much. I won’t be able to fly back to Chicago because I won’t have the time off to do it. I could fly you in as often as you wanted, but it would be tough. And I wouldn’t have a lot of downtime even if I did visit.”

      Ricky nodded. His eyes were a little wide, but he hadn’t pulled away.

      “I’ll be exhausted too. To you, it probably seems like I’ve already been pushing myself pretty hard, but this is nothing compared to what it’ll be like then. At five-day-long championship meets, sometimes I only have a couple hours between prelims and finals. And even then, there will be recovery to do, and I’ll probably be too exhausted for anything else. I’ll crash at the end of every day, then get up and do it all over again. I’ll be completely wiped out.”

      “Hey, I get that,” Ricky said. He was still rubbing Ian’s fingers. It was no longer brisk but soothing. “I’ll be there for you.”

      “I just want to be sure you understand what you’re getting into,” Ian said. “It’ll get harder for us, not easier.”

      “I know,” Ricky said.

      “But we do have a little time before things get crazy,” Ian said with a smile. “I got suspended for punching Bryce in the nose.”

      Ricky winced. “Baby, I don’t like you fighting people. For me or any other reason. I don’t like violence at all.”

      “Even he admitted he deserved it,” Ian said. “And honestly, I don’t even know if it was for you. I was just … angry.”

      “Yeah, I understand that,” Ricky said.

      “I felt like I’d been under so much pressure. Bryce and Coach just kept egging me on about everything, and it all came out at once. I know punching him in the face wasn’t the answer. I just didn’t have a better way of dealing with it.”

      “You need to find one,” Ricky said softly. “You’re already going to be fighting an uphill battle to make it to the Olympics. You can’t let anyone get under your skin. I may not know what it’s like to compete in sports, but I know that I’m never performing well when I’m distracted or upset.”

      Ian nodded. “I have to get my head back in the game. I do think that’ll be easier, though, now that I’m not swimming for Coach Schultz.”

      “I’m sure it will be,” Ricky agreed. “I’m just saying don’t let your emotions get all bottled up like that. Find some new ways to cope, okay?”

      “I will,” Ian promised. He’d seen a therapist after his parents died, and he’d gone back for a while after Andy’s death. But maybe it wouldn’t hurt to find someone to talk to now. “I don’t want to burn out or let my stress impact you.” He kissed the top of Ricky’s head.

      “That sounds great,” Ricky said. He let go of Ian’s hands and wrapped his arms around Ian’s waist. Ian pulled him close with a contented sigh.

      “I missed this,” Ian said as he rested his cheek against the top of Ricky’s head.

      “I missed it too.” Ricky pulled back. “I need to tell you something, though.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want to apologize.”

      “Apologize? For what?”

      “For overreacting in the locker room.”

      Ian opened his mouth to argue, but Ricky held up a finger.

      “Let me explain what I mean.”

      “I was upset about what happened. And some of it was justified. But after I had some time to cool down and think more rationally, I realized that most people would panic if they were in a situation that threatened their future. I’m not saying you reacted the best way, but neither did I.”

      “Ricky …”

      “No, it’s true. I let my past experiences bleed into what happened between us. I was genuinely hurt, but I know I overreacted. I’m sorry for that.” Ricky took a deep breath. “I do need to ask you one more very important question before we move forward again.”

      “What’s that?” Ian asked with a concerned frown.

      “Are you holding onto the relationship with me because you’re scared of losing someone else?”

      “Wow.” Ian blew out a heavy breath. “That’s … you don’t pull any punches, Ricky.”

      “I know.” His expression was serious. “I just can’t have any doubts, Ian. I need to be sure that you aren’t in this for the wrong reason.”

      “No, I get that,” Ian said. “Come here—let’s sit down and talk about it.”

      “Okay.”

      Ian let the question work through his brain as they got comfortable on the couch. Ricky curled up with his legs under him and pulled a soft throw over his lap. Ian turned to face him. “So, I get why that worries you.”

      Ricky nodded.

      “But the short answer is no.”

      “And the longer answer?” Ricky asked.

      “Is a little more complicated.” Ian licked his lips. “After you ended things, I did feel very alone. I felt like … like I’d literally lost everyone. My family, my friends, my coach, the person I loved … I felt like I had nothing. No one.”

      “Ian …” Ricky laid a hand on his leg, and Ian reached out and squeezed his fingers.

      “It was rough,” he admitted. “But I made myself sit with it for a while. And I realized I needed that. I needed to know I could lose everything and everyone and be okay. Even if I decided to give up swimming and I had to start everything over from scratch, I knew I could do it.” Ian sighed. “But I thought long and hard about what mattered to me. If you took everything else away, what were my priorities? And they were swimming and you. It always came back to that. I could change coaches, I could change teams, but when I really thought about the times I felt happiest, they were in the water or with you.”

      “I get that,” Ricky said softly.

      “But even though the thought of losing you was hard, I knew I could keep going. It wouldn’t crush me. I’d miss you like crazy, but I … I would be okay. I’ve survived everything else, what’s a little more heartbreak?” Ian wiped at his eyes. “I don’t want that to sound like I’m not madly in love with you because I am, but I knew if I couldn’t make you happy, then it was better for us not to be together than to hurt you again. I want a shot at making you happy, Ricky. But not because I just need someone for the sake of having them in my life. But because my life is better with you in it.”

      Ricky reached out and cupped Ian’s cheek in his hand. Ian turned into the touch and kissed Ricky’s palm. “My life is better with you in it too.”

      “Good.” Ian reached out and gently pulled Ricky toward him until he was in Ian’s lap. “I’m going to do better in the future, okay? I’m not perfect, but I won’t ever, ever hurt you like that again.”

      “I know,” Ricky whispered. “I do know that.”

      “I’m going to do what makes me happy and fuck everyone who doesn’t like it.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Ricky protested. “You only get to fuck me. Not everyone else.”

      Ian chuckled. “That I can agree to.”

      “You sure you won’t want someone else?” Ricky whispered.

      “I’m sure,” Ian said. “You’re stuck with me.”

      “Mmm. Lucky me.” Ricky let out a happy little wiggle in Ian’s lap that made him smile. “I love you, you know?”

      “Good. Because I love you too. So much, Ricky. And I expect you to be cheering me on at the Olympics someday.”

      “I will be.”

      Ian hugged him tighter.

      “I’m proud of you,” Ricky said a few minutes later as he played with the zipper on Ian’s sweater, “for finding a way to go after everything you want.”

      Ian rested his head on Ricky’s chest. “You’re one of those things. You’re too important for me to lose.”

      “You’ve got me. Neither Ricky nor Rosie are going anywhere.”

      “That sounds perfect to me.”
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December 21, 2013 – Lakeview East, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      Chase.

      Ian groaned as he stared at his ringing phone. The last person he wanted to talk to right now was his brother. But it was about time Ian stood up to him.

      “I know you’re going to be mad,” Ian said as soon as he picked up the phone. “But hear me out for a minute.”

      “Mad? I am more than fucking mad, Ian,” Chase snapped. “I saw the articles about your coach leaving the university. About your relationship with Ricky. He’s a drag queen? What the fuck do you think you’re doing with your life?”

      “I think I’m taking control of my life and my career,” Ian answered calmly. “I think I’m making decisions for myself instead of doing what you want for me.”

      “I knew Ricky was going to be a distraction for you.”

      “You do not get to blame this on Ricky!” Ian said. “And I’m not distracted. What I am is finally clear about what I want. I will not swim for someone like Vincent Schultz again. Ever. I don’t care if I have to give up swimming completely. I will not swim for someone who doesn’t respect the people I care about. Or me.”

      “Ian …”

      “Chase, I need you to listen to me. I have a new plan for my career. A better plan.”

      “We’ll talk about this when you come here for Christmas.” Chase’s tone was short and clipped.

      “I’m not coming to New York for Christmas,” Ian said firmly. “I’m going to spend the holidays with Ricky and his family.”

      “What?” Chase sputtered. “You’re choosing your boyfriend over your only family?”

      “Yeah, I am,” Ian said. “I don’t want to. But you refuse to treat me like an adult or respect the man I love, and I’m sick of it. I’ll talk to you when we’ve both had some time to calm down, but I am not coming to New York to spend a miserable Christmas with you lecturing me about how much I’ve fucked up my life. I have better things to do with my time.”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “Bye, Chase. Merry Christmas,” he said softly.

      “Merry fucking Christmas to you too,” Chase snarled.

      After Ian ended the call, he tossed his phone down on the couch, trying not to be too mad at his brother. The conversation had gone exactly the way he’d expected. Just not the way he’d hoped. Ricky walked over and inserted himself onto Ian’s lap. Ian wrapped his arms around Ricky, feeling the anxiety begin to seep out of him.

      “Are you sure you shouldn’t go see your brother and talk this out?” Ricky asked quietly.

      “Yes.” Ian rested his chin on the top of Ricky’s head. “We both need to cool off before we try to have a productive conversation. And I need to meet your family.”

      “If you’re sure ...” Ricky said.

      “I’m sure.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 24, 2013 – SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS

      

      

      On the three-and-a-half-hour drive down to Springfield, Illinois, they sang along to Christmas carols on the radio. Ian kept apologizing to Ricky for not being able to carry a tune, but Ricky assured him he didn’t mind, and after a while, Ian let go and just belted it out.

      “Do you think your family will like me?” Ian asked when they approached Springfield. He’d managed to stay calm for most of the drive, but his anxiety rose higher the closer they got.

      Ricky turned down the radio. “Why wouldn’t they?”

      “I dunno. I’m a much younger white guy who acted like a dick to you?”

      “They’re not going to care that you’re white,” Ricky said. “Unless you make anti-Mexican slurs or something, which I can’t ever imagine you doing.”

      “Uh, no,” Ian said, appalled by the idea.

      “The age difference I don’t think they’ll care about. They just want me to be happy. And I didn’t tell them what happened.”

      “Really?”

      Ricky sighed. “Considering the number of failed relationships I’ve had, if I called every time a guy acted like a dick, I’d never get off the phone with them.”

      Ian winced.

      “That wasn’t a dig at you.”

      “I know. But I still feel like an asshole.”

      Ricky patted his thigh. “You made some mistakes. I want to put it behind us. You do it again, and I’m done. Zero second chances, no matter how many pretty pictures of me you splash across a magazine.” Ian opened his mouth, but Ricky wagged a finger at him. “No interviews on Good Morning America, either.”

      Ian smiled. “Okay, fine, no magazines or talk shows. But I don’t intend to ever fuck up badly enough that I’ll have to do something like that.”

      “Then we’re good, baby.” Ricky cleared his throat. “So my parents don’t know about the wobble we had.”

      “You think of it as a wobble?” It seemed like a hell of a lot more than a wobble to Ian.

      “I think if I give it more importance than that, it’ll hang over us and spoil our future.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “You told me you were sorry, you made the changes in your life you need to so it won’t happen again, and you showed the world that I matter to you. That’s enough.”

      “What if your parents have seen the magazine? It went pretty viral.”

      “We tell them we had an issue that we resolved.” Ricky shrugged. “They’re not nosy people. They love me. They want me to be happy. If I tell them I love you and that you’re good to me, they’ll take that at face value unless you do something to show them otherwise.”

      “That seems … too easy.”

      “Why does it need to be more complicated?”

      “I—I don’t know,” Ian admitted. Maybe because so much in his life had been complicated.

      “Take a few deep breaths, baby,” Ricky said, patting his thigh. “This is going to be great. I promise.”

      Ian took the deep breaths, and by the time he pulled up to the pretty brick two-story home, Ian felt a lot better. After they carried suitcases and a bag to the front door, Ricky opened it and poked his head inside.

      “I’m home, Mamacita,” Ricky said in a singsong voice.

      An older couple appeared in the doorway, wearing big smiles. “You made good time!” Mrs. Chavez said.

      “We did. Ian has a very fast car,” Ricky said with a laugh. “Mom, Dad, this is my boyfriend, Ian Harrington. Ian, Elena and Raul Chavez.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Ian.” Elena Chavez gave him a warm smile as she held out her hand. She was small and finely boned like Ricky, and her shoulder-length brown hair was streaked with silver. Ricky’s father’s hair was almost completely black still with only a few threads of gray, and his bright smile reminded Ian of Ricky’s. Raul was a handsome man, and his handshake and greeting were equally warm.

      “Welcome,” he said. “We’re so glad you could join us for Christmas, Ian.”

      “Thanks for having me,” Ian said. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, and I appreciate you including me at the last minute.” He knew Ricky had given his parents a brief overview of Ian’s current family situation, so Elena merely nodded.

      “Well, you’re more than welcome here,” she said with a warm smile. “The more the merrier. Although, it’ll just be the four of us. Christina and Sofia often come down from Chicago with their families, but they alternate in-laws every year, and this is their year off here.”

      “That makes sense. Hopefully, I’ll be able to meet them some other time.” Ricky squeezed his hand.

      “Please, come in,” Elena said. “Let me get your coats. We were just sitting by the fire and chatting. Can I get either of you anything to drink?”

      Ricky asked for tea, and Ian requested water. Raul reached for their suitcases. “I’ll take these up to your room.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Leave the bag with the presents down here, please,” Ricky said. “But no shaking them!”

      “He does love to try to figure out what he’s getting,” Elena said with a fond smile. “I never had to worry about my kids snooping for presents, but I did have to worry about my husband!”

      Ian grinned. “That surprises me. I would have thought Ricky would have been nosy about them.”

      “Hey!” Ricky poked his side. “I like surprises.”

      “What kind of tea do you want, Ricky?” Elena said as she walked toward the back of the house.

      “Let me see what you have,” he said as they followed her into the kitchen. It was bright and well laid out with cream-colored cabinets, a butcher-block island, and blue tiles on the walls. There were plants everywhere, including an herb garden by the window, and pieces of brightly colored pottery. Ian touched his fingertip to a blue, white, and rust-colored bowl that held fruit.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” Ricky said. “That’s called Talavera pottery. It’s from Pueblo, Mexico. The blue tiles came from there too.”

      “I’ve seen this style before,” Ian said, “I like it, but I didn’t know what it was called.”

      “It’s a blend of Spanish and native Mexican techniques. The town of Pueblo has been manufacturing them for over four centuries. My parents grew up in that area,” Elena said with a smile as she handed Ricky a little box filled with tea. She’d already put a kettle on to boil. “My mother had quite a collection that I inherited after she died.”

      “I’m sorry about your mother.”

      “Oh, thank you, Ian.” She gave him a soft smile. “She was in her 80s, so it wasn’t unexpected. I understand you’ve had quite a bit of loss in your life, though.”

      Ian nodded. “Yeah, it’s been tough,” he admitted. “I really appreciate you inviting me here. It wouldn’t have been a very nice Christmas otherwise.” The thought of sitting alone in his apartment was depressing.

      She reached out and squeezed his upper arm. “We’re very glad to have you here.”

      “I’m going to have this one,” Ricky said holding up a packet of tea.

      “The orange spice? That’s my favorite this time of year. Here, we’ll make a pot.” She handed a teapot over to Ricky. He plopped the teabag into it, and when Elena poured the water in, a cloud of fragrant-smelling steam rose up.

      “That smells nice,” Ian said. “Could I maybe change my request from water to tea?”

      “Of course,” Elena said. She took a third pottery mug down from the cupboard.

      “There’s a charge for that, though,” Ricky said. He looked like he was trying to be stern, but Ian could see a little smile playing at the corner of his lips.

      “A charge, huh?”

      “Yep. A kiss.” Ricky tilted his head back and puckered up. Ian glanced over at Ricky’s mom, but Elena merely turned away with a small smile.

      After Ian dropped a chase kiss on his lips, Ricky rewarded him with an equally sweet smile. “Thank you,” Ricky chirped. “You can have some tea now.”

      “Thanks,” Ian said with a laugh. He felt weirdly at ease here. Maybe Ricky was right. Maybe it would be that easy spending Christmas with his family. Maybe not everything had to be a struggle.

      When the tea was done, Elena lifted the tray with mugs. “Let’s go into the living room and relax.”

      Ian followed her and Ricky into the living room where Raul sat in an armchair. “None for me?” he asked teasingly.

      “No. You call it dirty leaf water,” she said with a laugh as she carefully set the tray on the wooden coffee table.

      “That’s because it is.”

      The banter made Ian smile as he took a seat next to Ricky on the couch. He immediately snuggled close, and Ian put an arm around him.

      “Thank you.” He accepted the mug of tea from Elena. “You have a beautiful place, by the way.”

      “We came here after we retired. We liked living in Chicago, but the slower pace here appealed to us,” Raul said.

      “Ricky said you were a pharmacist?” Ian asked.

      “Yes. I miss it sometimes, but retirement gives me plenty of time to read.” Raul held up a book that had been resting on his thigh. One whole wall of the room was covered in books. Ian hadn’t just been trying to flatter them. They really did have a beautiful home. It was spacious, though not enormous. They decorated with more color than Ricky’s monochromatic style, but it still had the same feeling of lightness and warmth.

      “Raul says that like he isn’t active otherwise.” Elena clucked her tongue as she took a seat on Ricky’s other side. “He’s involved in the city government, and he volunteers with the local food pantry.”

      “Says the woman who still gives music lessons six days a week,” he countered.

      “What can I say? We’re bad at retirement,” she said with a little shrug.

      “So that’s where Ricky gets it,” Ian said.

      Ricky stared at him, wide-eyed. “Gets what?”

      “An inability to sit still. Always doing something.”

      “Oh, yes. He’s always been like that,” Elena said. “Have you been to one of his drag shows yet?”

      “That’s where we met, actually,” Ian said. “Through a mutual friend.”

      They talked a little bit more about Lowell and the rest of their friends. About Ian’s photography classes and Ricky’s work before his mother’s questions returned to Ricky’s performances.

      “How’s your music going, Ricky? Have you written anything new for Rosie to sing lately?”

      “No. I’ve been stuck, Mamacita,” Ricky said with a little sigh. He bent to the other side and rested his head on her shoulder.

      She smoothed her hand over his hair. “Let’s see if we can unstick you.”

      Ricky stood and smiled at her, that beaming smile that always made Ian go a little weak in the knees. He glanced over at Ian. “Do you mind if we abandon you for a little bit?”

      “It’s fine,” Ian said with a laugh. He meant it. Ricky’s dad seemed nice, and Ian felt surprisingly comfortable in their house and their family. Less out of place than he’d expected. It helped that they didn’t know much about what a jerk he’d been, but they also seemed like warm, friendly people. Ricky was the same way, so maybe it wasn’t a surprise but it was a lot nicer than Ian had expected.

      “So you’re a competitive swimmer?” Raul said as he peered at Ian over the rims of his reading glasses.

      “I am. I swim for Lakeshore University.”

      “They’re a Big Ten school, yes?”

      “They are.”

      “And you’re aiming for the Olympics.”

      “Yeah, I am.” Ian looked down at his mug of tea. He could hear a piano in the background and one light, clear voice singing before a second light clear voice joined it, a little bit lower. “My career is a little strange at the moment, though. I just got my coach fired.”

      “Oh?” There was nothing judgmental in Raul’s voice or on his face, just honest curiosity and concern.

      “We’ve had some problems for a while. Not just between us but problems with the whole team. He ... I don’t know if he’s always been a terrible person or if he’s changed over the years, but we’ve all lost respect for him, and he’d become pretty verbally abusive. When I quit recently, he lost it, and one of my teammates recorded his rant. It got ugly, and the team backed me up when I took it to the athletic director. The university let him go.”

      “Good,” Raul said firmly. “Well, not good that you and your teammates had to deal with it, but good that he’s no longer coaching there.”

      “One of the problems he had was with ... well, men like Ricky.”

      “Ahh.” Raul nodded. “Yes. He can be very threatening to less secure men.”

      Ian considered that idea. “I never thought about it that way.”

      “He’s special.” Raul’s smile was genuine, and Ian caught a glimpse of Ricky in his father’s expression. “In the best of ways. But not everyone will appreciate what he has to offer the world. Which is a shame. The world could use more light and sweetness in it.”

      Ian smiled. “I needed it, that’s for sure.”

      “But he loves hard, which means he throws all of himself into it. He doesn’t love halfway.”

      “No, he doesn’t.” Ian swallowed. “I needed that too.”

      “Not everyone can handle that. But if you just try to love him as much as he loves you, you’ll be all right,” Raul said. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs.

      “I didn’t appreciate him as much as I should have,” Ian admitted. “I got scared about what people like my coach would think of us together. Not because your family is Mexican,” Ian added hastily. “The drag was what I was insecure about. I thought it might hurt my chances at making it to the Olympics.”

      “I saw the article you did,” Raul said. “And your beautiful photographs.”

      “Oh.” Ian blinked. “You did?”

      “Sure. I have my computer set to alert me if there are any articles about Rosie.”

      Ian nodded. “So you know I screwed up, and I did that as an apology to Ricky?”

      “I do.” Raul held up a hand when Ian opened his mouth. “No need to go into details if you don’t want to. We’re Catholic, but you don’t need to confess your sins to me. Whatever happened is between you and Ricky.”

      Ian gave him a small smile. “I just want you to know I won’t ever screw up like that again. I love Ricky. He’s very important to me.”

      “Your relationship with my son is your business,” Raul said. “But remember this. Couples fight. My wife and I certainly have over the years. We had to learn to appreciate each other and remember where our priorities were. You and Ricky will get there. You look at him the same way he looks at you. That’s all I need to know.”

      “Thank you,” Ian said, swallowing past a little lump in his throat. “I appreciate that.”

      Raul stood. “Well, I think that’s all the wisdom I have for you today.”

      “It’s great,” Ian said sincerely. It didn’t make sense, he’d known the man for less than an hour, but he seemed like the kind of fatherly figure Ian had been unknowingly looking for. This kind of talk was what he’d missed in his relationship with his coach and his brother.

      “Would you like another drink?” Raul asked. “I can’t offer you any more tea. I’m afraid Elena says I take my dislike of dirty leaf water out on the tea when I make it the way I do, so I’ve been forbidden from fixing it. I could get you some water or hot chocolate or pop if you’d like.”

      “I’m all set,” Ian said. “Thank you, though.”

      He meant more than the offer of a drink.

      Raul patted him on the shoulder with a smile, as if he knew exactly what he meant.
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        * * *

      

      After a really nice dinner, the four of them watched a Christmas movie together later that evening.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” Elena asked as she cued up the movie. “It’s a family tradition.”

      Ian shook his head. “No, this is great.”

      Ricky curled up against his side, a bowl of popcorn in his lap. Ian closed his eyes and just soaked in the feeling of being surrounded by a close, loving family. It was nice.

      But it made him miss Chase. The Christmases he spent with his brother were less homey than this one, but they’d had their own traditions. They always went out for a walk on Christmas Eve to Ian’s favorite pizza place, then had dim sum at a little restaurant in Chinatown on Christmas Day after they exchanged gifts.

      Ian wondered what Chase would do this year. He winced as he realized Chase would be completely alone. Unlike Ian, he didn’t have a partner. Amanda was out of the picture, so he couldn’t spend the day with her or her family. The thought of how lonely his brother must be made Ian’s heart heavy.

      “Hey, you okay?” Ricky whispered with a concerned frown.

      “Just thinking about Chase. I feel bad that he’s all alone at Christmas this year,” he whispered back.

      Ricky squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” Ian kissed the top of his head. “I’m exactly where I want to be right now.”

      After the movie was over, Elena and Raul stood, yawning. “We’re going to head to bed. Please, stay up as late as you’d like and help yourself to anything you need. Ricky, you know where everything is.”

      He nodded. “G’night, Mom.”

      “Night, Ricky. We love you.” She kissed the top of his head. She hesitated for a second before she did the same to Ian. He gave her a slightly watery smile, hit by a sudden memory of his mom doing the same thing to him just a short while before she died. Elena squeezed his shoulder as if she understood. “Merry Christmas, you two. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      After Ricky’s parents went upstairs, Ricky turned to look at him. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Just missing my family a lot,” Ian admitted. “I didn’t expect it to hit me like this.”

      “It happens sometimes,” Ricky said. He squeezed Ian’s thigh. “You want to watch another movie?”

      Ian stretched. “Honestly, I think I’d rather just head to bed with you.”

      “We can do that.”

      They cleaned up the dishes from the popcorn and made sure everything was neat and tidy and that the TV and the lights were off. Before they went upstairs, Ricky paused by a small carved wooden dresser where a candle glowed in a silver-toned votive holder. He closed his eyes for a moment, then leaned in to blow out the candle. The dresser top also held a number of old framed photos and a small vase of flowers.

      When Ricky lingered for a moment, Ian studied the photos. He pointed to a picture of an older man. The picture was black and white, and although he had a serious expression on his face, there was still humor in his eyes. “That’s a relative, I assume? You look a lot like him.”

      Ricky smiled. “That’s my abuelo—Grandfather—Ricardo. I was named after him.”

      “Your name is Ricardo?” Ian asked, with a curious look. “How did I not know that?”

      Ricky shrugged. “Do I look like a Ricardo to you?”

      “Not really,” Ian admitted.

      “Well, that’s why.” Ricky smiled at him. “I’ve always been Ricky.”

      “And Rosie.” Ian kissed the top of my head.

      Ricky smiled up at him. “And Rosie.”

      “I’m happy,” Ian blurted out. He realized it had been a very long time since he’d said that. He felt like he’d spent so much of his life grieving. He’d grieved his parents. Andy. He’d been grieving the loss of Coach Schultz in his life too, for a lot longer than he’d realized. But he was beginning to feel lighter. His life was moving forward, and he was letting go of the past. It was good. “As much as I miss my family right now, I’m really happy here with you.”

      “I’m happy too,” Ricky said. He nuzzled closer to Ian.

      Ian wrapped his arms around Ricky and pulled him tight. “I’m glad we did this. Came here for Christmas.”

      “I am too. My parents really like you a lot.”

      “I like them,” Ian said. “I’m a little jealous, though. You have a real family, and ...” He shrugged.

      “Oh, Ian.” Ricky tilted his head back and gave him a sad smile. “You and Chase are a real family. You’ve lost a lot, but you’re still a family. Even if you’re fighting right now. You’ll work through this.”

      “You think so?” Ian said with a worried frown. The fear of losing his brother made the happiness feel fragile and insubstantial. He’d lost so much. What if he lost his brother too?

      “I know so,” Ricky said firmly. “Your brother—despite his faults—means well. He wants what’s best for you. Remember how much he had to take on when your parents died. He’s probably just been trying to make up for moving out of state after you went off to college by being a little heavy-handed now. He’s not sure how to deal with you as an adult yet.”

      “Hmm.” Ian wasn’t entirely convinced.

      “And I’m sure he’s worried about you. Try to cut him a little slack.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Do you know what this is?” Ricky nodded in the direction of the small dresser and shelf.

      Ian looked it over again. “Pictures of your relatives?”

      “Yes, but the whole thing has a very special meaning. This is my family’s offrenda,” Ricky said softly. “We honor our ancestors here.”

      The word sounded vaguely familiar to him. “Like a Day of the Dead altar?”

      “Yes. But this stays up all year round, obviously.”

      Ian nodded.

      “We put out a lot more offerings on the Day of the Dead, but once a week, my mom puts out flowers and says a little prayer to our ancestors. Throughout the whole year.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Ian said. A thought popped in his head. “Would it be disrespectful if I did something similar for my parents and Andy?”

      Ricky turned to look at him. “Oh, no, sweetheart. Honoring your own family privately could never be disrespectful. It would be a nice gesture. You know those photos in the hallway in my apartment?” Ian nodded. “That’s my offrenda to the people I’ve lost.”

      “Like Reuben.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t really have any pictures of my parents or Andy out. I don’t know why.” Ian wiped at his eyes. He hadn’t even realized they were watering. “But it would be nice to have them somewhere in my apartment.”

      “Maybe on that little shelf in your living room,” Ricky suggested.

      “Yeah, that sounds perfect,” Ian said softly. “I’d really like that.”

      “Maybe that’s something you and Chase could do together.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Ian liked the thought, but he wondered if Chase would find that silly or juvenile. Fuck it, he decided. What do I have to lose? “I’ll ask, though.”

      “Come on,” Ricky said as he hooked his arm with Ian’s. “Let’s go to bed.”
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        * * *

      

      After Ian’s shower, he returned to the guest room. Because Ricky had never grown up here, it had never been his bedroom, but it was a cozy place to sleep, and Ian was looking forward to crashing on the big bed. It appeared Ricky had other ideas, though. Ian actually hadn’t packed anything, but Ricky set lube and condoms on the nightstand with a little smile as Ian plugged in his phone and crawled into bed.

      “Yeah?” Ian said, raising an eyebrow. Ricky had already taken his shower, and he’d apparently filched one of Ian’s T-shirts to wear to bed. Ian liked that. A lot.

      “Only if you want.” Ricky settled on the bed beside him, and Ian wrapped his arms around him and pulled him close. Ricky lay draped over top of his body. Although light, the pressure of his body against Ian’s felt reassuring.

      He smiled up at Ricky. “I always want you.”

      Ricky smiled back. “I know you do.”

      “Let me show you,” Ian rolled so Ricky was under him. He cradled Ricky’s head in his hand and leaned in for a kiss. Their lips feathered against each other for a moment before Ian teased at the seam of Ricky’s lips, and he opened. Ian placed hot, wet kisses down Ricky’s throat as he toyed with Ricky’s nipples. Ricky let out a little groan that went straight to Ian’s cock. They hadn’t had sex since their reunion. They hadn’t really discussed it. Ian had been too busy trying to show Ricky he was sincere. Plus, he hadn’t wanted to push Ricky to go any faster than he was ready for.

      But now, Ian moved lower, licking and sucking at Ricky’s skin. He didn’t want to leave marks that Ricky would have to hide for Rosie’s New Year’s Eve show, so he didn’t go too hard, but there was an overwhelming need inside him to leave a record on Ricky’s body that he belonged to Ian. Just as much as Ian belonged to Ricky. He gently bit at Ricky’s ribs, making him squirm, then kissed his way lower before nuzzling into that little hollow along Ricky’s hip. He glanced up at Ricky, and the expression in his eyes was everything Ian was feeling too. This weird mixture of lust and love and a need to rush but make it last forever.

      Ian licked at Ricky’s hip before sucking at the spot just to the side of it. He reached over and grasped Ricky’s cock while he sucked, slowly stroking him to hardness.

      When Ricky pressed the lube into his hand, Ian didn’t need any further encouragement to move things forward. He slicked two of his fingers and slid them into Ricky’s body. When he was satisfied that Ricky was ready, he sat up. His breath caught in his throat as he looked Ricky over. His damp hair was mussed, his lips were pink and a little swollen from their earlier kisses, and the mark on his hip made something primal rise up in Ian.

      With shaking hands, Ian reached for the condoms. Ricky stilled his movement with a gentle touch on his arm. “Do we need them?” he asked softly.

      Ian’s heart thumped in his chest. They’d discussed test results and everything else a while ago, but Ricky had wanted to wait, and Ian had respected that.

      “I guess not, if you’re ready,” he finally managed.

      “I’m ready.”

      Ian gently parted Ricky’s legs, then lined up and slowly pushed inside. He loved that little hitch in Ricky’s breathing that told him when to pause, and the tiny exhale that let him know when to continue.

      Ricky grasped Ian’s bicep and pulled him down until Ian’s body was covering Ricky’s completely. He closed his eyes, tipping his head back as he let out a little sound. Ian shifted his hips and drew the noise from him again. Ricky wrapped his leg around Ian’s hip, pulling him in even deeper.

      Emotions crashed over Ian. He felt ... he didn’t know what he felt. Too much all at once, really. In love with Ricky and overwhelmed and grateful that he’d gotten another shot at making this right. “I love you,” Ian whispered. Those were the only words he could get out.

      “I love you too.” Ricky’s smile was breathtaking, and Ian promised himself he’d spend the rest of his life making him smile like that again. Over and over. They’d only just begun, but he knew Ricky was it for him.

      He wanted Ricky there, cheering for him at the Olympics. He wanted the world to know that this kind, big-hearted drag queen was his. He wasn’t going to get ahead of himself, but he knew he had new goals to work toward. He’d swim, and he’d love Ricky. And when the first one was over, he’d continuing doing the second. Maybe he’d become a photographer. Maybe he’d become a coach. That part didn’t matter so much. But Ricky mattered. Ricky would always matter.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed this,” Ian whispered. “Missed being so close to you.”

      “Missed it too.” Ricky bit down on his lip. “I don’t ever want to lose you again.”

      “You won’t,” Ian promised. “As long as you want me around, I’ll be here.”

      “Forever then?” Ricky’s smile was sweet and full of hope, but there was a little thread of worry that Ian kissed away. He promised himself he’d do whatever it took to make it disappear completely. He’d make sure Ricky knew he would never have to doubt him again.

      “Forever,” Ian said. He slid out, then pushed back into Ricky, loving the little gasp he let out. And it felt like forever was there already as the pressure built up and crashed over them in a wave of pleasure that tossed them about before slowly carrying them to shore.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DECEMBER 25, 2013

      

      

      Ian sat up, blinking bleary eyes as he looked around the room. There was an empty bed beside him, and from the angle of the sun coming in through the blinds, it was late. For once, Ian had slept later than Ricky. He’d woken up at 4:30 this morning, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

      Now, Ian glanced at his phone, shocked to see it was after nine. And on Christmas morning. He grimaced, hoping he hadn’t ruined the Chavez’s celebration.

      After Ian hastily dressed and brushed his teeth and did something with the mess on his head, he jogged down the stairs and found Ricky and his parents in the living room, sipping coffee.

      “Hey, baby.” Ricky titled his head up and back for a kiss. Ian dropped a kiss on his lips, then took a seat on the couch next to him. “You slept late.”

      “I am so sorry,” Ian said. “I hope I didn’t hold you up.”

      “Oh, no.” Elena smiled at him. “We usually have a slow start unless the grandkids are here and ready to open gifts. We’ve just been chatting and enjoying the snow.”

      Ian glanced out the window. Yesterday, it had been overcast and the grass had been crunchy and dead looking. This morning, the ground was blanketed in white. It must have snowed overnight because the sun was out now and the light sparkled off the snow. Everything looked fresh and clean and new. “Oh, wow.”

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” Ricky said. “I was thinking we could go out for a walk later. I know you love this weather. I’m stealing your scarf, though.”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” Ian said.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Elena asked. “Or would you prefer to wait until we eat? Brunch is nearly ready.”

      “I can wait,” Ian said. “Is there something I can do to help with brunch?”

      “I think I could put you to work,” she said with a smile. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      After a delicious brunch, they sat down to open gifts. The Chavez’s Christmas tree was bright and colorful, decorated with colorful lights and what looked like hand-painted globes. After Ian opened his gift from Ricky’s parents—a gorgeous photography book about swimming—Elena handed him another, smaller box. Ian unwrapped it to find another hand-painted ornament. Holding it, Ian realized it was actually pottery rather than glass.

      “This was originally supposed to be a gift from Raul and myself to Ricky. We’ve bought him one every Christmas since he was small. We’d like to give this to you both this year. It seems like the right time to start a new tradition.”

      Ian rubbed his thumb across the vibrant reds and blues and green colors. It looked like more of the Talavera-style pottery. “This is beautiful. Thank you.”

      Ricky tucked his arm into Ian’s. “I can’t wait to see the one we get next year.”

      “Me too,” Ian said softly. Whatever it took, he was determined he’d spend as many Christmases with Ricky as he could.

      After they finished opening their gifts and cleaned up the wrapping paper, Ricky stood. “Time to go for a walk?”

      “Could I do one thing first?” Ian asked. “I want to send my brother a quick message.”

      “Sure.” Ricky squeezed his hand. “Take all the time you need.”

      “I could use some tea,” Elena said. “Would you like some, Ricky?”

      “Please.”

      Raul cleared his throat. “I think I’ll check and see if we have enough firewood for the fireplace.”

      Ian was soon alone in the living room, staring down at his phone screen. There was already a message waiting for him. From Chase. He’d sent it an hour ago. Merry Christmas, Ian.

      He responded with Merry Christmas, Chase, then froze, not sure what to say next. He’d never expected Chase to be the one to reach out first.

      Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then appeared again. This went on for a few minutes before another message popped up. I miss you.

      I miss you too, Ian responded.

      Can we talk soon?

      I’d like that.

      I won’t keep you from your Christmas with Ricky’s family, but tell him I said hi, and I hope you have a great holiday together.

      I will. I love you, Chase.

      I love you too, Ian. Merry Christmas.

      “Good news?” Ricky asked a few minutes later after Ian wiped his eyes and found the Chavez family in the kitchen.

      Ian nodded. “Yeah.” He showed his screen to Ricky, who read the conversation, then squeezed Ian tighter.

      “See, I told you it would be okay.”

      “You were right.”

      “I’m always right,” Ricky said with a sunny grin.

      “He gets the self confidence from his mother,” Raul said. He nudged Ian as he walked past him. “You’ll get used to it.”
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December 31, 2013 – Lakeview East, Chicago, Illinois

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon of New Year’s Eve, Ricky lay curled up on Ian’s lap, watching a movie, when the buzzer by the door went off. He slid off Ian’s thighs and let Ian answer it while he clicked pause on the movie.

      “Mr. Harrington?” The concierge’s voice filled the room. “There’s a guest here in the lobby for you. He says he’s your brother Chase.”

      Ian turned and looked at Ricky. Clearly surprised. Ian cleared his throat and turned back to the intercom. “Sure. Send him up.”

      “I wonder what Chase wants?” Ian said as he waited by the door. “I mean, he said he wanted to talk soon, but I thought he was going to call, not show up in Chicago.”

      “I don’t know,” Ricky said with a little shrug. “It’s probably a good thing he’s here though, right?”

      “Yeah. I just had no idea he was in town.”

      Ricky shrugged again. “Well, you’ve got some time, and I have to head out for the club soon, anyway.” He nodded at his bag on the floor. “It’ll give you guys some time to hash out your issues.”

      “Yeah.” Ian looked a little doubtful, so Ricky stood and walked over to him.

      “It’ll be fine,” Ricky assured him. “I promise.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You’ve got this.” He kissed Ian to reassure him. Ian sighed against Ricky’s mouth and kissed him back more deeply. The knock on the door came all too soon.

      Ricky straightened his clothes as he stepped back.

      “Hey,” Ian said as he swung the door open.

      “Hey.” Chase stepped inside, carrying a bouquet of flowers. He was dressed more casually than the last time Ricky had seen him, but he looked even tenser. “Sorry to barge in. I just ... I wanted to talk.”

      “It’s fine,” Ian said. He closed the door behind his brother.

      Chase’s gaze landed on Ricky. Rather than look annoyed at seeing him, his expression brightened. “Oh good, you’re here, Ricky.”

      “Yep,” Ricky said, still a little unsure of where this was going.

      Chase’s smile was tentative as he held out the bunch of calla lilies. “I hope you’ll accept these, Ricky.”

      Ricky raised an eyebrow. “You Harrington men seem to like saying it with flowers.” But he accepted the bouquet from Chase anyway. “Thank you. They’re lovely.”

      “I wanted to apologize to you before anything else. I know I was rude to you when we met. I know the flowers don’t do anything to excuse my behavior, but I want you to know how sorry I am.”

      “I do appreciate the apology,” Ricky said.

      “I’ve been very shortsighted. The last thing I want to do is lose Ian by pushing you away.”

      Ricky softened a little. “Hey, I don’t want you to, either. I want nothing but the best for your brother, you know? Honestly, the last thing I want is to come between you two. I just want him to be happy.”

      “I do know that. I only want the same.”

      Ricky gave Chase a long look. “Maybe we need to let him figure out what the best thing for his life is.”

      “I plan to do that.”

      “Good.”

      Ricky turned and walked into the kitchen in search of a vase. Ian didn’t have one, so Ricky made do with a tall pitcher that didn’t look like it would tip over. He arranged them the best he could, then plopped them in the middle of the dining room table.

      There were no sounds coming from the living room. Which was probably good because it meant Ian and his brother weren’t killing each other. But they weren’t talking, either. Ricky sighed. Men!

      “Well, I’m off to the club,” Ricky said, injecting a note of cheeriness into his voice as he walked over to where Ian sat on the sectional, staring at his brother, who sat on the other end. Ricky dropped a kiss on Ian’s cheek. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Definitely. I’m looking forward to seeing your performance tonight.”

      “Um.” Ricky turned to see Chase rubbing the back of his head, looking awkward and uncomfortable. “Uh, would I be imposing if I tagged along to the club with you tonight?”

      Ricky exchanged glances with Ian, who gave him a small shrug as if to say he didn’t care either way.

      “Well,” Ricky said, turning back to Chase. “It’s a bit last minute, and I think the guest list is full. Tickets sell out pretty early for New Year’s Eve at Temptations.”

      “Plus, we’re hanging out with a bunch of our friends tonight,” Ian said. “I don’t know if you really want to hang out at a club in Boystown with a bunch of gay couples …”

      “Oh, okay.” Chase nodded. “Never mind, then. I mean, I don’t mind hanging out with your friends, but I don’t want to crash your night out, either. I just wanted to spend a little bit more time with you while I’m here, Ian. That was probably a bad way to do it. I’ll figure out something else for tonight. Maybe we can grab brunch tomorrow or something? And maybe in the future, I can see one of your shows, Ricky?”

      Ricky exchanged another glance with Ian. Huh. Chase was definitely trying. Maybe Ricky should try to meet him halfway.

      “Look, Chase, let me talk to my boss. Jason’s usually pretty accommodating. I’ll see if I can get you on the guest list, okay?”

      “You don’t have to,” Chase said, but there was a hopeful look on his face that Ricky couldn’t dash.

      “No, it’s fine,” Ricky said. “I’ll text Ian once I talk to Jason, and he can let you know.”

      “Thanks, Ricky.” Chase’s smile was tentative, and it reminded Ricky so much of Ian’s. “That would be great.”

      “You’re welcome.” Ricky gave him a more genuine smile in return. “I’ll do my best.”

      Ricky kissed Ian goodbye again. “I’ll see you later. Love you.”

      Ian held him in place. “I love you too.” He kissed Ricky again, this time more deeply. Either he was trying to prove a point to his brother or he was really, really going to miss Ricky. Maybe both.

      Ricky smiled as he gently pulled away and reached for his bag. “Bye, boys. Be nice to each other!”
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        * * *

      

      “So, I want to apologize,” Chase said as soon as the door closed behind Ricky. He looked down at his hands. “I know that last phone call we had was pretty ugly, and I hated leaving things like that. I don’t want you to be mad at me.”

      “I don’t want it, either,” Ian assured him. “You’re the only family I have left.”

      “You sure about that?” Chase asked. “I mean, you have Ricky now, and it seems like you have a really great group of friends too.”

      Ian smiled, thinking about the guys he’d gotten to know. Micah, Lowell, Brent … the whole group had been so supportive of him. And so was his team now that they were all in this together. But they still weren’t family. They were important too, but it was different.

      “Yeah, they’re all pretty great.” Ian reached out to touch his brother’s arm. “But they’re not my brother. And it would mean a lot to me if we could be closer.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “So, I need to talk to you about my swimming career,” Ian said. He took a deep breath, bracing himself for Chase’s reaction. “And I need you to listen to what I have to say without blowing your top.”

      Chase sighed. “You’re quitting. I had a feeling you might.”

      “What? No!” Ian protested. “Why would you think that?”

      “I don’t know.” Chase straightened his glasses. “I realized recently that I don’t even know if you like swimming anymore. I know I’ve been pushing you way too hard. I thought I was doing what our parents wanted, but I don’t know anymore. I do know they would have wanted you to be happy. So if swimming isn’t it, I don’t want you to feel like you have to keep doing it for me. Or for Mom and Dad. Don’t do it for anyone but yourself.”

      “Wow.” Ian stared at Chase for a moment. “No, I … I do love swimming. I love the hell out of it. I still want to compete. I just stopped loving some parts of it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Look, I went with Coach Schultz to Lakeshore because … because I needed that connection, you know? I couldn’t lose someone else.”

      Chase nodded. “That’s why I didn’t argue when you told me that’s what you wanted to do. I thought it would be the best thing for you. Give you a little continuity, especially since I was leaving for New York.”

      “Yeah, it probably was the best choice at the time,” Ian said. “At first, I was swimming really well for the university, but after Andy died I just … kinda stopped being able to push myself, you know?”

      “I know.” Chase shook his head, a pained expression crossing his face. “God, I fucked up, Ian.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You lost your best friend, and I … I kept telling you to just push through that. I told you to keep competing even though it was making you miserable. I was a terrible brother.”

      “Oh, Chase.” Ian gave him a sympathetic look. “I don’t blame you.”

      “Maybe you should. Your happiness should have come first to me. Why did I think medaling at the Olympics was more important than you actually being happy?”

      Ian sat there stunned for a moment. “Wow … Chase.” He didn’t really know what to say.

      Chase sighed. “Look, Ian, I don’t know how to apologize for the pressure I put on you then to keep going. Maybe I should have just let you take a break from swimming. Or quit completely, if that’s what you wanted.”

      “A break might not have been a bad idea,” Ian admitted. “But I wouldn’t have wanted to quit. I loved swimming. I still do. Can we both agree the past six months or so has been really shitty?”

      “Yes,” Chase said.

      “But I want to move forward. I’d like to keep all that in the past and focus on the future, okay?”

      “Yeah. Okay.” Chase gave him a tentative smile. “I can do that. Whatever you want. In fact, I’d really love to hear what your plans are for your future.”

      Ian swallowed past the lump in his throat, knowing how hard that must have been for his brother to give up control like that. “My plan is to finish out the season with Lakeshore. Assistant Coach Roberts—well, Coach Roberts now—he’s solid. I think he’ll do a great job finishing out the year.”

      Chase nodded. “That sounds good.”

      “But I’ve also been in contact with a private swimming club.”

      “Here in Chicago?”

      “Yeah. I looked around, and while there’s a really great club in San Diego and another in Colorado, I don’t think moving to either of those places is what I want.”

      “Because of Ricky?”

      Ian gave Chase a sharp look, but there was no judgement in his gaze or in his tone. “Partly. He’s happy here, and I don’t want to ask him to move across the country now.”

      “Okay.”

      “I think he’s it,” Ian said. “Like, the man I want to spend the rest of my life with, you know?”

      “You’re young, Ian,” Chase said softly “Just remember that relationships grow and change. Sometimes, you outgrow what’s worked in the past.”

      “I know that,” Ian said. In the past, he might have bristled at Chase’s words, at his doubt that Ian and Ricky could go the distance, but he couldn’t blame Chase right now for being a little doubtful. And his tone hadn’t been hostile, just concerned. “But I’ve lost a lot of people, Chase, I don’t want to lose Ricky or my friends here. I need them. I know you don’t really work that way, but I need people behind me cheering me on. Or … well, I drown.”

      “Okay.” Chase reached out and grabbed his forearm. “It’s your choice. I’ll support it if you want to stay in Chicago for your training. I’m not trying to talk you out of it. I swear.”

      “Besides, it’s not just about staying here for them. The coach I talked to at the private club here seems really great. We clicked right off the bat.”

      “Well, if you think his team is the right place for you, I support it.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot to me,” Ian said thickly. “But my new coach will be a woman, actually. Her name is Crystal Larsen.”

      Chase blinked. “That’s … pretty rare, right?”

      “To have a female coach? Yeah. NCAA swimming is really bad about that, and private clubs aren’t a whole lot better. There are hardly any women in positions like that at this level. But she’s good, Chase. She won three golds and a silver in Atlanta.”

      “Good. So, she’ll know what it takes to get where you need to be.”

      Ian nodded. “Exactly. Medal-winning athletes don’t automatically make good coaches, of course, but after talking to the people on her team, she sounds fantastic. And I feel like it would be good for me to have a change of pace too. Coach Schultz was absolutely toxic, but I feel good about Coach Larsen. She’s a lesbian, for one, so I won’t have to deal with any homophobic crap.” It shouldn’t matter what his coach’s orientation was, but it was reassuring to know she’d understand where he was coming from.

      “That seems like a better environment for you,” Chase said. “I trust your judgement on that.”

      It felt really, really good to hear Chase say that.

      “It will be,” Ian said. “I feel really good about this decision. She’s tough—I talked to some of the people on the team, and they all said she’s going to push me harder than anyone else ever has, but I’m glad. I need that.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “I am,” Ian said with a smile. “I just need someone to do it in a way that works for me. Maybe some people like being screamed at and demeaned, but that just makes me shut down. I need encouragement. I need someone to tell me when I’m doing well. I sat in on a couple of her practices, and I think Coach Larsen has the right balance of that for me. I stopped being hungry for the win for a while, Chase, but I feel it again. I want to get out there and win. Desperately.”

      “Good.” Chase reached out and squeezed his arm again. “But remember, if you want to quit at any point, just tell me. I won’t be mad. I promise. I’m not your coach. I’m not your parent, either. It’s time for me to stop telling you what you need to do and just be there to cheer you on. You’re a man, Ian. I need to let you run your own life now.”

      “That means a lot to me,” Ian said. He leaned in to hug Chase. “Mom and Dad would be proud of you too, you know?”

      “Would they?” Chase gave him a weak smile as he sat back. “I don’t know. I alienated you. I pushed you to stay with an abusive coach, I was an asshole to your boyfriend, and my own personal life is a fucking mess.”

      “They’d tell you they were disappointed in your behavior but that they know you can do better.”

      “You’re probably right.” Chase sighed. “I guess when it comes down to it, I’m not very proud of myself.”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Ian said. “You don’t have to be perfect, Chase.”

      “Thanks. Maybe I’ll believe that someday.” Chase fiddled with his glasses. “So, there’s actually something else I wanted to talk to you about while we’re having this heart-to-heart.”

      “What’s that?” 

      “Well, I was thinking about moving back to Chicago, and I wanted to know how you’d feel about that.”

      Ian tilted his head in surprise. “I’d love that, but why? I thought you were happy in New York.”

      “It just feels like the right time for a fresh start.” Chase fiddled with his glasses again, and it occurred to Ian how nervous his brother was. “You know, with everything with Isabel last year, and then the breakup with Amanda recently, and ...” He cleared his throat. “It just feels like the right time. Besides, it never really sat well with me that I took off the minute you started college.”

      Ian shrugged. “New York had always been your dream. You took care of me after Mom and Dad died and put your entire life on hold to do it. You supported my swimming. I was never mad you went off to go after what you wanted.”

      “Thanks.” Chase gave him a weak smile. “I’m just starting to regret some of the choices I made.”

      “Believe me, I know that feeling.”

      “You and Ricky are good now, though?”

      “So good.” Ian smiled.

      “I’d like to get to know him better.”

      “Asking if you could go to the show tonight was a nice gesture,” Ian said. “I think it meant a lot.”

      “I’m glad. I didn’t really understand how serious you were about him until I read that article. I really am sorry I was so terrible at dinner.” Chase rubbed his forehead. “I shouldn’t have said those things.”

      “Well, if you’re moving back to Chicago, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to make it up to Ricky and show him you support our relationship.”

      “Good.” Chase said. For the first time since he’d arrived, he seemed to relax, the weight dropping from his tense shoulders.

      “What made you change your mind about me running my own life, by the way? You seemed pretty pissed when we talked before Christmas.”

      Chase sighed and sat back. “When you said you were going to spend Christmas with Ricky’s family, it hit me that I’d pushed you so far away that I could lose you for good. Just because we’re family doesn’t mean you want me to be a part of your life. You could cut all ties and …” His expression wobbled, and he took a deep breath before he continued. “I didn’t want you to feel like you had to do that. It made me take a long hard look at some things, and I realized I’d made some really bad choices.”

      “Bad choices about our relationship?” Ian asked.

      “Bad choices about a lot of things,” Chase said grimly.

      “You want to talk about it?” Ian asked. “This can go both ways, you know? I can help you out if you’re having a rough time.

      “Thanks. I appreciate that,” Chase said.

      “When we had dinner, you said you had some things going on in your personal life, but you never really explained it.”

      Chase hesitated. “I wasn’t totally honest about what happened with Amanda.”

      Ian frowned. “Okay.”

      “She, um …” He cleared his throat. “She discovered some things about me that she then used against me. It’s caused some problems with my work.”

      “What kind of things?”

      Chase winced. “Can we talk about it some other time? I came here to let you talk about your swimming, and I don’t want to make this conversation all about me. I’ll tell you all about it later. I promise, but I’d rather not discuss it right now.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Ian said, although he was dying of curiosity.

      “Let’s just say those two situations really skewed my view of relationships. I took my baggage out on you and Ricky, and that wasn’t fair. I can see you love him and that he’s good for you. In the future, I won’t let my experiences color how I interact with him.”

      “Thanks, Chase. That means a lot to me.” Ian slipped his phone out of his pocket. “Let me see if Ricky snagged you a ticket for tonight, by the way.” He read through a new message from Ricky. “Yep, he sent one a little while ago. It looks like you’re all set. Just tell the guy at the door your name, and you’ll be able to get in.”

      “Perfect,” Chase said with a little sigh. “All I want to do tonight is go to your boyfriend’s drag show and celebrate New Year’s Eve.”

      “Well, if you don’t have anywhere you need to be before that,” Ian said. “I have an idea. There’s a great dim sum place not too far from here. We missed out on Christmas Day, but we could always start a New Year’s Eve tradition.”

      Chase smiled at him as he stood. “I like the sound of that. Come on, let’s go.”
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      Ricky was barely inside the club before Sam called out to him. “Hey, Ricky, do you have a minute?”

      “Sure.” Ricky slowed to a stop. “What do you need, Sam?”

      Sam bit his thumb. “Um, I need to move back in. If that’s still an option.”

      “Oh, honey.” Ricky reached out and hugged Sam. “Of course, it is. Things didn’t work out with William?”

      Sam looked up and blinked. “Uh, no. I’ve been staying with my sister for the past couple days, but …”

      Sam’s sister had three little kids in a small apartment. Not ideal. “Of course, you can move back in. Have you talked to Irving yet?”

      “No, but I will tomorrow. I just wanted to make sure it was okay with you both.”

      “We meant it when we said you always have a place with us.”

      “Thanks.” Sam smiled tightly. “Think all of your boyfriend’s hot friends would help do the heavy lifting?”

      “I’m sure they would,” Ricky said. “They’ll be here tonight, so I’ll talk to them about it then.”

      “You’re too nice.”

      “I try.” Ricky pushed Sam’s blond hair behind his ear. “I know this is hard, but you’ll be okay, honey.”

      Sam gave him a watery smile. “I’ve been through worse. I’m tough.”

      “It’s difficult when you have to be tough over and over again, though, isn’t it?”

      “It really is.”

      Ricky gave him an understanding smile. “Well, you just get moved back in, and then you and Irving and I will do a movie night. Popcorn and movies and drinks like we used to do.”

      “No boyfriends allowed, please? Nothing against Ian, but I hate being the only single one there.”

      “No boyfriends allowed,” Ricky said firmly. “Sometimes, it’s good to have some time without them. I didn’t think Irving was seeing anyone, though.”

      “Oh, didn’t you hear?” Sam lifted an eyebrow.

      “Hear what?”

      “Irving started talking to someone who works for Out in Chicago after he was featured in your boyfriend’s article.”

      “Really? I had no idea. He hasn’t said anything to me.”

      “I think he’s afraid it won’t work out, or it’ll jinx it or something, so he’s been a little quiet. Sounds like the guy is nice, though. He works in their advertising section or something.”

      “Good.” Ricky smiled at the thought.

      “Maybe someday, it’ll happen for me …” Sam heaved a big sigh.

      “It will.” Ricky pressed a kiss to Sam’s forehead. “It will, honey.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Sam offered him a weak smile. “But I should get back to work.”

      “I need to go chat with Jason for a minute, then get ready for my show.” Ricky squeezed Sam’s arm. “Happy New Year.”

      “Thanks, girl. Happy New Year.”

      Ricky wasn’t surprised when he approached Jason’s office a few minutes later and overheard low voices coming from inside. He called out as he got closer, “Hey, Jason, I have a question for you, if you have a second.” Who knew what he would find otherwise?

      “Oh, hey, Ricky.” Jason smoothed down his hair as Ricky stepped inside the office. Damon was in there too, and he gave Ricky a tight smile that made Ricky wonder if he’d interrupted them mid-something or other again. At least, they were both fully dressed, and there wasn’t a briefcase full of money on the desk this time.

      Damon nodded at Ricky. “Mr. Chavez.”

      “Jason. Damon.” Ricky glanced between them. The sexual tension in the room could choke an elephant. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. Again.”

      Jason cleared his throat as Damon left the room. “We were just discussing some business.”

      “Right, of course.” Ricky didn’t believe that for a moment unless that business was kinky business between the two of them. He changed the subject. “All ready for the big New Year’s Eve bash tonight?”

      “We are,” Jason said. He leaned back and rested his ass on the edge of his desk. “It’s been good having the club closed over Christmas. We were able to get some things done that we’ve been meaning to tackle for a while.”

      “I hope you didn’t spend all of Christmas working,” Ricky said with a concerned frown.

      Jason shrugged. “I don’t have any family close, so it’s just another day to me.”

      “Oh.” Well, that was a bit sad.

      “What did you do?” Jason asked.

      “My boyfriend and I spent it with my family.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “It was nice.”

      “Good.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about tonight’s party, though,” Ricky said.

      Jason frowned. “You aren’t canceling, are you? Because we’ve been promoting this show pretty heavily, and …”

      “No!” Ricky assured him. “Oh, no. I’m very excited about tonight’s show, actually. I just wanted to know if I could squeeze someone onto the guest list last minute. I know we’re probably booked solid, but it’s important he be here tonight.”

      “Your boyfriend?”

      “No, he already has a ticket. His brother’s in town, though, and asked us if he could tag along.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s doable. Just let Arthur know his name. He’ll be working the door for the show.”

      “Okay.” Ricky gave him an appreciative smile. “Thanks, Jason. You’re a peach.”

      Jason snorted. “I don’t know about that. But I’m always happy to do what I can to keep a smile on your pretty face.”

      Ricky’s smile widened. “You are a sweet talker, boss. I’m taken now, and I think it’s going to stick. Sorry.” He winked.

      “I’m happy for you.” Jason sounded sincere, but his happy expression sobered. “I hate to cut this short, but unless you need something, I should probably get going. I have a lot of moving pieces I need to make sure end up in the right places so tonight goes off without a hitch.”

      “Of course.” Ricky hesitated for a moment. “Just one thing before I let you go. There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

      Jason raised an eyebrow. “Sure. Is everything okay, Ricky?”

      “Well, that’s what I wanted to ask you.”

      A frown furrowed his forehead. “What do you mean?”

      “The situation with the employee here. Was that resolved?”

      He nodded. “It appears to be. Damon and I are continuing to keep an eye on things.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “It is.” Jason turned and looked at him. “Oh, before I forget. I saw the photos your boyfriend took of you.”

      “I hope there wasn’t a problem with them.” Ricky frowned. His contract hadn’t included an exclusivity clause about ownership of his Rosie persona. Jason didn’t seem like the type to be a hard ass about that sort of thing, anyway.

      “No, no problem at all,” Jason said. “Quite the opposite. They’re stunning. Damon said he mentioned this to you before, but if your boyfriend is willing to part with any of the shots, have him contact me. I’d be happy to pay him to use them for club promotion.”

      “Sure, I’ll let him know.”

      “And if he’d rather do some new ones that are just for the club, we can discuss that too.”

      “Sure. I’ll let you know as soon as we talk about it,” Ricky assured him.

      “Great,” Jason’s smile seemed a little forced.

      Ricky reached out and touched Jason’s arm. “Hey, are you sure you’re okay? You seem … a little off.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m good.” Jason cleared his throat. “Promise.”

      “Good. You let me know if you ever need to talk, okay? I’m just a text or call away.”

      “Thanks, Ricky.” Jason leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “You’re a sweetheart.”

      “So they tell me.”

      “It’s all true. I promise.”

      “And don’t worry. I haven’t said a thing about what I saw before,” Ricky said quietly. “About the situation with the employee and with the, uh, conversation between you and Damon.”

      “Yeah, I appreciate that.” Jason rubbed the back of his neck. “Things are a bit ... complicated at the moment around here.”

      That seemed to be putting it mildly. And of course, Ricky was dying of curiosity to know exactly what was going on, but he knew there was no hope of prying it out of Jason. Damn it.

      Ahh, well.

      “If I don’t see you later tonight, Happy New Year!” Ricky said as he walked toward the exit.

      “Thanks, Ricky. Happy New Year to you too.” Jason’s smile lost some of its tension. “And do you really think I’d miss your show? I intend to be front and center tonight.”
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      “So it sounds like stuff has been pretty interesting for you lately, huh?” Micah slouched a little in his seat. He wore a black suit with a black shirt, no tie, and Ian took a moment to appreciate the view. His boyfriend Justin, who was talking to some of their other friends, was dressed in black as well, although he’d gone for black trousers and a black vest with a white button-down shirt and skinny black tie. If he’d had a jacket earlier, he’d discarded it, and his sleeves were rolled up his forearms. They were all in the VIP section of the lounge where Rosie would perform later, and Ian was having a great time.

      “It has been interesting,” Ian agreed.

      “So your coach got fired?” Micah asked.

      “Honestly, I’m not one hundred percent sure how it all went down with the university. Whether he voluntarily chose to leave or the school forced him out, I don’t know. But he’s gone, and I don’t think he’s going to be coaching anywhere else. The video of his rant went pretty fucking viral. He’s going to have a hard time explaining that away. Especially the comments about Ricky and Andy.”

      “Yeah, I saw it. It was pretty crazy.” Micah gave him a sympathetic smile. “I am sorry about your friend too. What a waste.”

      “Thanks. It was. Andy would have really liked everyone.” He gestured to the small group.

      “I’m sure Lowell would have welcomed him right in.”

      “He would have.” Lowell had been a little frosty to Ian, but after a good heart-to-heart the other day, he’d forgiven Ian for his bad behavior. Ian was sure if he fucked up again, though, no one would ever find his body except the fish in Lake Michigan. Good thing he was committed to making Ricky happy. Ian cleared his throat. “But, yeah, Schultz is out as head coach, and Roberts is in for the rest of the season, which will be good. I’m leaving the team at the end of the year, though,” Ian admitted. “Going to a private club.”

      “Really? Why’s that?”

      “Because I realized I’ve been holding myself back,” Ian admitted.

      “Are you still aiming for the Olympics?”

      “You bet,” Ian said. “I want to show the world that a gay man can win gold.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” Micah said. He held out a hand for Ian to fist bump. “I’m totally going to make Lowell fly us all to Rio to watch you compete when you do.”

      “That would be amazing.” Ian grinned. “But you don’t have to make Lowell do it. I’ll pay for you guys.”

      “Right, you’re loaded too. I forgot.” Micah rolled his eyes. “Must be nice.”

      “Oh, come on, once you get going as an agent, you’ll be doing just fine,” Ian said with a laugh. “And you do know I just want you there in Rio ‘cause you speak Portuguese, right?”

      “I’ve been used for worse things,” Micah said with a little grin.

      Ian snorted.

      “Why are you using my boyfriend?” Justin slid a hand along Micah’s thigh as he took a seat next to him.

      “For my skills with my tongue,” Micah said.

      “Excuse me?” Justin leveled a look at Ian.

      Ian rolled his eyes, knowing Micah had done that intentionally to wind his boyfriend up. “I told Micah I’d pay for all you guys to go to Rio when I compete there. But I expect him to pay me back by translating Portuguese while we’re in Brazil.”

      “Seems fair,” Justin agreed, a little grin creeping across this face. “And I like the confidence, man.”

      “There’s no way in hell I’m letting some closed-minded old man hold me back anymore,” Ian vowed. “Fuck that. I’ve worked too hard for this. This past year has been horrible, but I feel good now. I feel like the old me is back. I’ve got a big meet coming up against Notre Dame in a week and a half, and I’m excited about it. I haven’t been excited about a meet since … well, since Andy died.”

      It was amazing how much easier it was to say those words now. How much lighter Ian felt.

      Before he and Chase left to get dim sum, he’d remembered that he wanted to set up the little altar for his parents and Andy. Chase had seemed a little perplexed by the idea, but he went along with it. He’d helped Ian dig through some boxes he had in the back of his closet to find pictures of their parents, and though he’d raised an eyebrow at the caption on the back of the photo of Andy and Ian, he’d just nodded when Ian added his goggles to the little shrine.

      “I just want some place to go to remember all of them, you know? Close enough that I can see it whenever I want, but I don’t have to carry it around with me all the time,” Ian had said. Chase had squeezed his shoulder and nodded as if he finally understood.

      “You okay there, baby?”

      Ian blinked to see Rosie looking at him with a worried frown on her pretty face. Ian smiled at her and carefully drew her down onto his lap. Justin and Micah were absorbed in their own conversation. “Yeah, I’m good. Just thinking about a couple of little additions Chase and I made to that bookshelf in the living room.”

      Rosie smiled understandingly and scratched the back of his head with her fake nails. “That sounds nice. I’m looking forward to seeing it. You can introduce me to your parents.”

      “They would have liked you,” Ian said confidently. “I’m sure of it.”

      “Where is your brother? I thought he was coming tonight.”

      “He’ll be here soon. He had to swing by his hotel room for a bit and get changed.”

      “Good. Let me know if there are any problems with him getting in.”

      “I will.”

      Ian pulled his phone out and checked the time. “Your show is pretty soon, right?”

      “Yeah, I go on at eleven,” Rosie said. “I’ll have to get backstage and finish my warmup. I just wanted to come say hi.”

      “Hi,” Ian said with a smile. He shook his head. “Fuck, you are so beautiful.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.” She straightened his tie.

      “Now, go dazzle the crowd,” he said.

      “Oh, I will.” Rosie stood with a regretful sigh. “But remember, I’ll be singing just to you tonight, baby.”

      “I know.”
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      “Holy shit.” Chase leaned in. “Rosie is amazing.”

      “Told you.” Ian smiled smugly, but he didn’t take his eyes off the person on stage. This time, Ian sat in the front row, and he could see every little shimmy of her hips and every flirty little wink she let out as she sang a new song. It was called Reaching for the Gold, and it was just for him like she’d promised.

      His heart felt very full as he watched Rosie sing. This was her moment to shine. Someday soon, it would be his. But he knew without a doubt that they’d have each other to lean on as they lived their dreams.

      When the last note faded, Ian jumped to his feet, clapping. But he wasn’t the only one. The entire crowd went wild, and Ian felt like he would burst with pride as Rosie took a little curtsey. After a few moments, she motioned for silence.

      “It’s almost that time!” she cried, and Ian glanced at his father’s watch to see it was nearly midnight. “So, I need to do one quick thing before I count down to the new year. Come up here, baby.” She motioned to Ian, just liked she’d told him she would do, and he hopped up onto the low stage to stand beside her. He squinted at the bright lights.

      “All right, now that I have what I need—” Someone whistled loudly, and Ian was pretty sure it was Lowell. “10 ... 9 ... 8 ... 7 ... 6 ... 5 ... 4 ... 3 ... 2 ... 1 ... Happy New Year!”

      On the stroke of midnight, Ian grabbed Rosie around the waist and pressed their lips together. It was a sweet kiss that quickly turned dirty, and Ian dipped Rosie before pulling her back up to her feet.

      “You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet, don’t you?” she said breathlessly, wiping her lipstick off him.

      “Only you.”

      “Someone probably got that kiss on camera, you know.” Rosie played with the lapel of Ian’s suit.

      “Good,” Ian said firmly. “I hope they did. Because I love you when you’re Rosie Riveting. And I love you when you’re Ricky Chavez. I want all of you if you’ll have me. And I want everyone to know it.”

      Rosie wound her arms around Ian. “I’ll have you. We’ll have you.”

      “Perfect.”

      Rosie slid her long nails through Ian’s hair, sending a shiver through Ian’s body. “I’m going to have to stick around a little while, but I’d like to cut out of here as early as possible, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t.” Ian didn’t even have to ask why. He could see the heat in Rosie’s gaze.

      “Good.” Rosie wiggled a little in his arms. “Because I was thinking maybe I’d leave the dress and heels on tonight ...”

      Ian pictured lifting the dress and sliding his cock into the person he loved. “Yeah, okay,” he agreed a little breathlessly. “Let’s cut out early.”

      “You can’t cut out too early,” Lowell admonished as he approached them. “You have some adoring fans who want to talk to you.”

      Rosie puckered her lips at Lowell. “How’s my face?”

      “Gorgeous as ever.”

      “I knew there was a reason I loved you,” Rosie said happily.

      “You know I love you too.” Lowell placed a kiss on Rosie’s cheek. “And you’re all right, Ian.”

      “Thanks, Lowell,” he said with a laugh as he took Rosie’s other arm. “You’re pretty all right yourself.”

      “Hey, where’s Jason?” Rosie asked. “He said he’d be here for my show, and I wanted to wish him a Happy New Year.”

      Ian shrugged. “Maybe he had someone he wanted to ring in the new year with.” Ricky had mentioned that the club owner and the bouncer were probably involved. “Hey, speaking of people who’ve gone missing. Where the hell is my brother?” Ian asked.

      “Maybe Chase found someone he wanted to ring in the new year with too,” Rosie said with a laugh.

      “In Boystown?” Ian said doubtfully.

      “Stranger things have happened,” Rosie pointed out.

      “I suppose.”

      “Come on,” Lowell tugged at Rosie’s arm. “You’re wanted.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Ian said, forgetting all about his brother as Rosie turned to go.

      She turned back with a smile so brilliant it almost knocked Ian onto his ass.
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MARCH 8, 2014 – ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for coming with me,” Ricky said as they walked through the swimming complex on the University of Michigan’s campus. He hooked his arm through Lowell’s as they made their way to the bleachers.

      “Oh, honey, I do not need an excuse to go stare at gorgeous men in very small bits of wet clothing,” Lowell said.

      “Yeah, this is pretty much Lowell’s idea of heaven,” Micah said with a snort as they passed some swimmers who were warming up. Micah craned his neck to look at one of them as he bent over and touched his toes.

      Lowell grinned. “He’s not wrong.”

      Ian had ridden to the meet with his team earlier in the week, but Ricky, Lowell, Brent, Micah, Justin, Nathan, and Caleb had made the four-hour road trip to Ann Arbor, Michigan for the final day of the Big Ten championship.

      Caleb had tried to beg off the trip. “I’m just going to read scripts and take notes, you know that, right?” he’d said as they piled into an SUV Lowell had rented. “Ian’s not even going to care if I’m there.”

      “It’s fine if you work while we’re sitting in the stands. But we want you there,” Nathan had said to his boyfriend.

      “Oh, fine,” Caleb had agreed with a sigh. But now that he was here, Caleb didn’t seem to be complaining, either.

      “Okay, I may get less work done than I thought,” Caleb said as they took their seats in the bleachers. “Wow. These swimmers are all super hot ... the guys and the girls.”

      “You are not wrong,” Justin said. Justin high fived Caleb, and Ricky smiled as they reached over to high five him.

      Nathan cleared his throat. “Um, just a reminder that this is your boyfriend here. You are not leaving me for a swimmer. Of any gender.”

      “I’m not going to leave you! I’m just enjoying the view!” Caleb protested as he leaned against Nathan’s shoulder. “I’m simply saying I can finally see the appeal of swimming.”

      Micah snickered. “Tell me about it. I’m starting to think I went into the wrong sport. I mean, baseball pants are nice, but ...”

      Lowell sighed. “Baseball pants are nice.”

      “That’s why you bought those season tickets to the Cubbies games, isn’t it?” Brent asked. “I mean, I’m not complaining. I enjoy how close we are because I can see how the players look in those very tight pants, but …”

      “I’m still disgusted you ingrates root for the Cubbies.” Micah made a disparaging noise. “Seriously, Lowell? What the hell? I thought you had better taste than that.”

      “Well, I dated you, didn’t I,” Lowell said. “Clearly, my taste isn’t always spot on. But don’t go putting down my Cubbies.”

      “Yeah, and I root for them too,” Justin said as he wagged a finger at Micah. “So watch what you say.”

      “Yeah, I already know you’re a lost cause,” Micah said.

      “I love you too, asshole,” Justin said with a laugh.

      Lowell nudged Ricky’s thigh. “Hey, you okay? You’re quiet today.”

      “I’m good.” Ricky gave him a bright smile. “I’m enjoying this a lot. I’m glad you suggested we all road trip here. It’s been fun.”

      “It has,” Lowell agreed. “I’m glad we were all able to make it work with our schedules.”

      In the past two months since Assistant Coach Roberts had taken over the team, they’d made huge strides. Ian had spent most of January and February blowing his previous records out of the water, and Ricky had wanted to support him every step of the way. He’d never expected all their friends to tag along too.

      But when Lowell had suggested they come cheer for Ian at the final day of the championship meet in Ann Arbor, Ian had looked so pleased. Ian seemed far more at ease with his team these days too, and he often came home from practice with stories about something Kurt or Jana had said or talking about how things were going between Bryce and Katie.

      Ian seemed to be thriving under the much kinder and gentler guidance of their new coach. And Ricky had made it to as many meets as possible.

      Now, Ricky scanned the natatorium as he saw a few familiar faces come out of the locker room.

      “Oooh, that one’s mine!” Ricky pointed out Ian, who had just walked out. Ian stripped off his warmup jacket, revealing his chest and arms. “Gah, look at him.”

      “He’s so yummy,” Lowell agreed.

      Brent cleared his throat, and Lowell turned to him. “Honey, I love you, and you look amazing in a swimsuit too, but that man is yummy, and there is no arguing that.”

      “It’s true,” Caleb said. “And I don’t even like jocks.”

      “Dude, you’re practically married to one,” Brent teased. “How can you say that?”

      “Oh, I like Nathan,” Caleb said, leaning his head against his boyfriend’s shoulder for a moment. “But not because he’s a jock.”

      “I’m not offended,” Nathan said. He kissed the top of Caleb’s head.

      “I am totally turned on by him in coach and teacher mode, though,” Caleb said. “Oh, my God, he’s super hot like that.”

      Lowell shrugged. “This is not news to me. We all know I’m a whore for jocks.”

      “Ahem.” Brent cleared his throat again.

      “Well, just one jock, now,” Lowell said. “But you know I’m never going to stop looking.”

      “Hey, I’d never try to change that,” Brent said with a grin. “I’m not an idiot. I know how to pick my battles.”

      “And this is why we work,” Lowell said with a happy smile. He kissed Brent’s cheek.

      Ian and Ricky were working too. Lowell had seemed slightly skeptical at first, and he’d asked Ricky several times if he was sure he could trust Ian. But Ian had proved himself. And even Lowell had softened and forgiven him.

      Ricky had never been happier. Sometimes, it seemed too good to be true. He pinched himself frequently to be sure it was real, but day in and day out, Ian had followed through on his promises.

      And every morning when Ricky sleepily kissed Ian goodbye before his ungodly early practices, he felt a sense of certainty that he was the luckiest man on the planet.

      Now, he watched Ian scan the crowd, looking for him. Ricky stood and waved with his biggest, campiest wave, and Ian’s face lit up in a big smile as Ricky shook a pair of pom-poms in his direction. He’d left the rest of the uniform at home, but he had plans to reward Ian with a very private cheer routine from Rosie after he got home.

      Ian waved back and blew him a big kiss. One that everyone could see.

      Ricky’s heart felt very full as he took a seat again, his entire being glowing with happiness.

      He had a fantastic career as a hotel manager and the perfect side gig as a drag queen. He was close to his family and had some of the best friends a guy could ask for. But he’d also found that one person he could rely on through thick and thin. The one who loved him. All of him.
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        * * *

      

      After Ricky took a seat, Ian turned back to his team.

      “All right,” Coach Roberts said. “This is our last day here. You know what that means. We take everything we’ve put into this week and we push even harder. We show these other teams what we’re made of us as Lakeshore swimmers.”

      The team cheered, and Ian felt Bryce’s hand slap his back. Ian turned to him with a smile that Bryce returned. They were still rivals, but it was only in the pool these days. Bryce had even told him how much Ian’s recent success had pushed him to train harder. For the first time in years, it felt like Ian was part of a team again. And it felt damn good.

      “Harrington,” Rogers said, and Ian turned his attention back to his coach. “You’re up first. You remember everything we’ve talked about for today’s strategy?”

      “Get into the water with a clean start. Make sure I get underneath the wave off the walls, and take the first two fifties at a steady speed,” he repeated back. “The third fifty is my slowest split, so I need to push myself but not give it my max, then bring it home with everything I have left in the final fifty.”

      Coach Roberts grinned. “You’ve got it, Harrington. Go kick some ass.”

      Ian stripped off his sweatpants, then stuck his earbuds in for one last song to pump himself up. The driving beat filled his ears as he mentally rehearsed what his swim would look like. When it was time to get on the starting block, he felt calm and energized, and he took a deep breath, centering himself. The start signal sounded, and he was off the block, his body doing what it was trained to do. Today the water felt soft, like he could slice easily through it, and his body hummed as he let muscle memory take over.

      He breached the water and heard the roar of the crowd. It filled his body and urged him on. After he kicked off the wall for his final fifty, he threw the last of his reserves into propelling himself forward, and when he touched the wall, he knew it was good.

      He shot up out of the water, saw his name on the board with a personal best time, and threw his arms up with a roar. He’d nailed it. He scrambled out of the pool and grabbed for the towel someone handed him, his heart hammering in his chest, his arms and legs feeling like jelly.

      “That was fantastic, Harrington!” Coach Roberts said as he threw his arms around Ian. “You shaved two and a half seconds off your best time. That is huge. I am so proud of you.”

      Ian glanced at the scoreboard again just to see it again. He wanted to burn that image into his brain so he never forgot it. Fuck, yes. He’d done it. I did it, Andy, he thought. I did it, Mom and Dad. And then he looked at the stands and saw Ricky’s face. I did it, he mouthed.

      Ricky blew him a kiss, and Ian blew one back, happier than he’d been in years. His cheeks were wet, and it wasn’t all from the water dripping from his swim cap.

      “You have a hell of a future ahead of you, Ian,” Coach said, gripping his shoulders.

      All Ian could do was breathe and nod as his team piled on, hugging and congratulating him.
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        * * *

      

      Although the 200 free wound up being Ian’s best event, the rest went well, and Lakeshore took home a trophy at the end of the championship.

      He’d hardly been able to talk to Ricky all day, and he was itching to celebrate with him, but after he wrapped up an interview, there was one more thing he had to do. He found a relatively quiet corner and fished his phone out of his uniform pocket.

      “Great job today.” Chase said as soon as he answered the call. “I’ve been watching as much as I could, and I am really proud of you.”

      “Thanks.” Ian smiled even though his brother couldn’t see it over the phone. “And thanks for watching.”

      “I hated not being able to come watch in person,” Chase said with a sigh. He had been to every meet he could manage this year.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Ian said. “You had work, and I totally get it. I had all the guys here cheering for me today, so that was nice. And I know you’d be here if you could.”

      “I hope you know Mom and Dad would be so proud of you, Ian” Chase whispered.

      “Dude, are you trying to make me cry?” Ian asked.

      “No. Sorry ... I didn’t mean ...”

      “No, it’s okay,” Ian said. “You’re right, though. They would be.”

      “Andy too.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m glad to hear your friends made it today. And Ricky. You’re lucky to have them.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      “You have it, but you certainly don’t need my approval,” Chase said seriously. Chase had changed a lot in the past few months, and after he and Ian had talked more about what had been going on in Chase’s life before the move to Chicago, they’d grown much closer.

      “I know. I still like it, though,” Ian admitted. “It’s nice.”

      “I was wrong. Ricky has been good for you. For you personally and for your swimming career.”

      “I know.” Ian smiled again.

      “That was such an ‘I told you so’.” Chase said with a little laugh.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” Ian protested.

      Chase laughed again. “It’s okay. I deserved it.”

      “Yeah, you did.” It was nice having a relationship with Chase that was easy and supportive. Ian didn’t dread calling and spending time with his brother anymore. They’d both grown and changed a lot in the past few months.

      “I should let you go. I know you have people you want to celebrate with. Thanks for calling, and I hope you know I’m proud of you.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot.”

      “Have a safe drive back to Chicago.”

      “Thanks. Love you, Ian.”

      “Love you too, Chase.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Ian returned to his team, he found his friends and his boyfriend hanging out with them. While it might have made Ian sweat in the past to see Ricky and Bryce in the same room, it didn’t bother him at all, now. Ricky was currently talking and laughing with Jana and Kurt, so Ian crossed the room, not wanting to be away from him any longer. It was going to be tough being away from Ricky so much as his career progressed, but he had no doubt they’d be able to make it work.

      “I think maybe you owe me, Harrington,” Bryce said smugly as Ian passed him.

      “What?” Ian sputtered as he turned to look at his teammate.

      “Well, I am the reason you met your boyfriend there.” He gestured toward Ricky. “I mean, if I hadn’t dragged you to the club on Kurt’s birthday ...”

      “You thought it would be funny to go laugh at drag queens!” Ian protested.

      “Still ...” Bryce shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “You're an asshole, Burgess.” Ian laughed, though. Bryce’s ribbing didn’t really bother him anymore. It was all friendly banter.

      Bryce walked backward, smirking at him. “Yeah, but that doesn't mean I'm wrong.”

      He wasn’t. As much as Ian hated to admit it, Bryce was right, and Ian did owe him.

      “You’re not wrong,” Ian said more seriously. “I ... do owe you a lot.”

      “I was just teasing,” Bryce said as he stopped in his tracks “I mean, it’s not like I introduced you two or anything.”

      “No,” Ian said. “But seriously, that man is everything I have ever wanted, and I’m grateful I have him in my life.”

      “I’m glad.” Bryce’s tone was unusually serious. “You seem a lot happier now.”

      “I am. I really, really am.”

      Ian walked forward to give Bryce a hug. “I owe you for sticking up for me with the athletic director too.”

      “I’m just fucking glad we don’t have to deal with Coach Schultz anymore.” Bryce patted his back.

      “Me too.” It would always make Ian sad that things had ended that way. Growing up, he’d imagined Coach Shultz beaming at Ian as an Olympic gold medal was draped around his neck, but in truth, he’d been holding Ian back. The relationship had been too toxic to continue. Maybe some people thrived with a constant barrage of insults, but Ian wasn’t that kind of competitor. Ian had been relieved to hear that Coach Schultz had retired from swimming entirely. No one should have to put up with that kind of verbal abuse.

      Coach Roberts knew how to push Ian the right way. He knew when Ian needed a pat on the back or a consoling pep talk. He knew when to give Ian a kick in the butt, and when he needed to be pulled up short. But it felt very different from Coach Schultz’s abuse, and there was no question Ian was thriving now. The whole team was.

      And while Ian would be leaving to swim at the private club with Coach Larsen in a few months, he knew Lakeshore’s team was in good hands. And he was looking forward to seeing what levels his new coach could take him to. The sky was the limit.

      “Hi, baby.”

      Ian glanced down to see Ricky beaming at him.

      “Hi there.” Ian swept him up in a huge hug and gave him a hard kiss on the lips.

      “Oh, my God, Ian, you were amazing today!” Ricky said with a happy smile as he drew back. “If you keep this up, I’ll definitely be cheering for you in Rio.”

      “I’m going to give it my all,” Ian said. “Whether I make it there or not, I know I’ll have done my best.”

      “You’ll make it there,” Ricky replied. His tone was confident.

      “You seem pretty sure of that,” Ian teased. He hooked his thumbs into the belt loops of Ricky’s skinny jeans.

      “I am sure.”

      “Thank you.” Ian pressed his forehead against Ricky’s.

      “Thank me?” Ricky pulled back and gave him a puzzled look. “How is this on me? You did all the hard work!”

      “I’m thanking you for having so much faith in me. For a long time, I was just treading water,” Ian said. “I was swimming, but I’d stopped loving it. You gave me the courage to find my love for the sport again. This is ... this is what it’s supposed to be like. My coach is fucking fantastic, I’m close with my team, and I’ve got everything I need to make this happen.” He squeezed Ricky a little tighter. “Especially you.”

      Ricky cupped his cheek in his hand. “This is just the beginning of a lot of great things for you.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Ian said. “It’s time to reach for the gold, baby.”

      He closed his eyes and kissed Ricky, imagining what it would be like when they celebrated together in Rio. No matter what color medals he went home with, though, he knew he already found the biggest prize of all.

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      A tall, red-haired man stood at the end of the bar. Lucas managed to keep his jaw from hitting the floor, but it took a moment for him to do anything but stare at the stranger. He had a weakness for redheads, and this guy hit all the right buttons. The height, the pale, freckled skin, and the blue-gray eyes, in addition to the shock of red hair, all added up to make a very, very attractive picture.

      When Lucas realized he’d been staring long enough to make it uncomfortable, he cleared his throat and walked to the end of the bar. “Hey there. Can I, uh, help you with something?”

      Although, if Lucas wasn’t mistaken, the man was checking him out as well. Lucas hoped the simple pair of jeans and the T-shirt he was wearing weren’t too casual. He certainly hadn’t expected to see anyone here today.

      The redheaded guy smiled and held out a hand to him. “I don’t recognize you. You must be new.”

      “I am,” Lucas admitted, reaching out to shake. “I haven’t even officially started. I’m just here trying to get a feel for things.”

      His gaze flicked over Lucas with interest. “Nice to meet you. I’m Sean Powell with Metro Wine and Liquor Distributors. Do you know if Roger is around?”

      “Uhh,” Lucas said, “he retired.”

      Sean blinked at him for a moment. “He what?”

      “Retired. A couple weeks ago. A friend of Richard’s has been filling in, in the meantime, but I just got hired as his replacement.”

      Sean let out a disbelieving sounding snort. “You? You have to be kidding me.”

      “Excuse me?” Lucas said, bristling.

      “You don’t look like you’d know the difference between a pinot gris and a pinot noir,” Sean scoffed. “Come on. You’re a bartender, maybe. But I have a hard time believing you’re qualified to apprentice for this job, much less take Roger’s place.”

      Lucas folded his arms across his chest and stared at Sean. “Well, I most certainly am qualified. My name is Lucas Spencer, and I’ve been hired as sommelier for Bistro Argent.” His voice was as cold as the air in the industrial freezer in the kitchen.

      “Fucking great,” Sean muttered under his breath as he dug through the leather satchel he had over his shoulder. “They hired a pretty boy who won’t know shit about wine. That’s the last thing I need to deal with today.”
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        * * *

      

      Want to learn more about Sean and Lucas’ first meeting? Click here to read Corked!
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