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Prologue
Russ fidgeted with the box in his pocket as he rode the elevator to the rooftop deck. What had he been thinking? He slid the box from his pocket and flipped open the lid, staring at the shining circle of metal. He’d thought it would symbolize everything Stephen wanted; love, trust, commitment. But apparently, marriage wasn’t something Stephen wanted. Or at least, not with him.
He felt a pang in his chest at the thought as he snapped the box shut. The elevator opened, and as he pushed his way through the doors that led out to the rooftop pool, he realized he probably should have left the ring in the apartment. Then again, he thought bitterly, what did it matter if someone stole it? Forget the several thousand dollars’ worth of platinum; the man he loved had turned down his marriage proposal. The pain in his chest and the prickle of tears behind his eyes spoke volumes. The rejection hurt. Far worse than he would have anticipated. Then again, he had never anticipated Stephen saying no.
Although the pool was open, it was deserted at the moment. Russ kicked off his shoes and unbuttoned his shirt with jerky movements, nearly ripping a button off the sleeve as he tried to get out of the piece of clothing. He flung it on the deck chair, and his undershirt and pants landed there a moment later, followed by his socks. He didn’t have on swim trunks but boxer briefs were close enough. Right then, he didn’t care if some pissed-off tenant complained, he needed to swim or he was going to lose it. He dove into the deep end—in control enough to be sure he wouldn’t break his neck—and swam furiously. Lap after lap after lap until his arms and legs shook and his lungs burned. He came up gasping and rolled onto his back, kicking his feet to stay afloat as he let his heart rate slow.
His throat ached as he choked back the disappointment, his frustration now a feeling of stunned, miserable disbelief.



Chapter One
“I hope Evan will be all right,” Russ murmured as Stephen pulled away from the curb. They’d helped Evan move into his new studio apartment, and it felt strange to drive away. At the end of January, Russ had received a panicked phone call from Evan. He’d lost his job, been kicked out of the house, and had nowhere to go. He had been living at their place for the two months since the call. It hadn’t been ideal for any of them; the apartment was too small, and without a guest room, he’d been sleeping on an air mattress in the living room. Not to mention, the cramp it had put in Russ and Stephen’s love life. But neither of them could stomach the idea of Evan living on the street or in his car. There were programs available to LGBT youth in Atlanta, but when they had the resources to help him, why shouldn’t they?
Ultimately, it made the most sense to offer Evan a place to stay until he was able to get a job and find his own place, and it had worked out for the best, no matter how stressful it had been for all of them. Now, Evan had a good job, a decent apartment, and a fresh start in Atlanta. Russ felt good knowing he’d helped Evan reach that point. It didn’t stop him from worrying though.
“I’m sure he will be fine,” Stephen said. “He’s a tough kid, even if he doesn’t know it yet.”
Russ frowned. “I wish he had more confidence in himself. He’s a great guy ... but he doesn’t see it.”
“He’s had a lot stacked against him. Those parents of his ...”
“Don’t get me started on them. There are times I wish I could loan my dad to Evan,” Russ said, only half-joking. “I just worry about Evan. I hope he’ll be okay.”
Stephen reached over and touched Russ’ thigh. “I think you did a wonderful thing giving him your number when you first met him. I hate to think where he would have ended up otherwise.”
“I can’t believe he doesn’t have anyone else,” Russ said, scowling.
“I didn’t have anyone either.” There was always an edge of vulnerability in Stephen’s voice when he talked about his past. “That’s why I wanted to help him.”
“I know. And I think hearing what you had in common helped Evan.”
“Good.”
Russ glanced over at Stephen. “Actually, I think this was good for all of us in the long run.”
“I think so too.” Stephen pulled into his parking spot near their building. He put the car in park and paused before he got out. “But, I will say one thing. I am not going to miss having a roommate.”
“Me either.” Russ opened the car door. “There are a lot of things I’m looking forward to now that we won’t have an unintentional audience.”
Stephen grinned at him over the roof of the car. “We have been restraining ourselves lately.”
Russ felt a surge of desire run through him at the thought of being as uninhibited as they wanted again. He had missed having the freedom to do that so much. He licked his lips and saw Stephen’s gaze follow. Oh, yeah, this is going to be good, he thought.
Stephen was quiet as they entered the building and walked through the lobby, although he greeted Ken at the desk with a hello. Russ did the same but his mind was only half on the greeting. They stood side by side in the otherwise empty elevator, not touching, but already Russ’ cock was beginning to thicken and push at the fly of his jeans. They were both sweaty from helping Evan move, and he could smell Stephen’s scent in the enclosed space. It ramped everything up, his arousal going from desire to need.
Turning, Stephen rested his forearm on the elevator wall and leaned in to speak in Russ’ ear. “You know what I’m looking forward to most?”
“No.” There were dozens of things Russ could think of off the top of his head, but picking a single one was difficult.
He felt Stephen’s breath warm against his cheek. “I can’t wait to hear you make that noise I like so much.”
Russ turned his head a little. “Which one?”
“The grunt you make when I bottom out.”
A shiver worked its way up Russ’ spine, and his tongue felt too thick to speak. He turned and stared straight ahead, willing the elevator doors to open faster. He rushed through them the moment they parted, and Stephen was right behind him. Russ couldn’t get the key in the lock fast enough, and he shoved the door open, blindly tossing his keys in the general direction of the entryway table. Stephen followed immediately behind, the thud of the door closing like a starter pistol. Russ had his belt unbuckled and his pants unzipped before he was halfway through the apartment, but when he turned left toward the bedroom, Stephen’s firm grip steered him toward the much-closer living room.
With shaking, desperate hands, Russ shoved his pants and underwear down to his ankles. Stephen’s warm palm pressed against the middle of his back, bending him over the back of the couch. He heard the thud of Stephen’s jeans hit the floor and the familiar squelch of lube, then felt a cool swipe as Stephen smeared some between his cheeks but didn’t prep him any further. He barely had time to wonder where the lube had come from before he felt the push of Stephen’s cock, the thick breach making his head spin. He panted, taking the sweet-hot burn of pleasure and welcoming it.
“That sound, right there,” Stephen said.
Russ braced himself so Stephen could get better leverage and closed his eyes, gripping the back of the couch as Stephen rested his hands on Russ’ lower back and began to fuck him. The sting was so good, he felt like he’d never get enough.
“More, Stephen,” he begged. They’d been so controlled lately, so careful. He wanted to take this out-of-control desperation and run with it.
Stephen reached up with one hand, gripping Russ’ shoulder and using it for leverage to fuck him harder. Russ gasped as Stephen began a fast pace, his free hand roaming Russ’ body, tweaking his nipple, reaching down to give Russ’ hard cock a few strokes that made his toes curl. The loud slap of their bodies together filled the apartment, and Russ gave in to the urge to pant and groan as loudly as he wanted to. His whole body felt hot and tight as he shuddered under the rough, desperate onslaught of Stephen’s fucking.
“Louder, baby,” Stephen coaxed. “I want you to let go. Lose control.”
They’d made love while Evan was staying with them. Slowly, carefully, and as quietly as they could manage. He’d grown used to the feel of Stephen’s palm across his mouth, muffling his sounds of pleasure. There was a spot on his right shoulder blade that Stephen always pressed his mouth against as he groaned out his release. The deep, slow sessions were intense. Incredible. But they weren’t like this. This rough fucking was freeing, and he gasped Stephen’s name and begged for more, letting loose all the pent-up frustration and need that had been growing for months.
Sweat built between their bodies, and he felt the soft slap of Stephen’s balls against his own, sending little prickles of pleasure through his body. The pleasure curled up, twisting through his groin and lower back. The back of the sofa bit into his stomach, and his hands slid on the slick leather as he searched for something to grip.
“Close, Stephen,” he choked.
“Can you hold it?” Stephen asked, fingers slipping on Russ’ sweaty skin as he tried to grasp him tighter.
Russ let out a strangled, gasping laugh. “Not for long, but I’ll try.” His arms splayed out, gripping the back of the couch as he widened his stance.
Stephen bent over Russ’ back, their sweaty skin sliding together, and he felt the rumble in Stephen’s chest as he spoke. “Good boy.”
Those words had the opposite effect, turning Russ on more, and he had to grit his teeth and scrunch his eyes shut to fight back the pleasure that continued to rise. Thankfully, it was only a handful of deep, hard thrusts before he felt Stephen’s body tense. “Now,” he gasped in Russ’ ear as he grasped Russ’ cock. “Come with me.”
He clenched around Stephen, feeling him shudder, and gave in to the pressure that had been building. Their hoarse shouts of pleasure mingled until he could hardly tell what they were saying. His orgasm shuddered out of him, painting the back of the sofa as he bucked against Stephen, torn between wanting to shove back at the cock filling him and the hand gripping and squeezing his dick.
The sharp, acute pleasure made everything go fuzzy, and Russ’ knees buckled. The back of the couch caught him, and Stephen’s grip helped him ease down to the floor. He gasped at the feel of the cold wood floor beneath his back and lay there panting for a moment as the world settled. He felt his partner settle on the floor between his splayed legs and kiss his inner thigh. He groaned at the feel of Stephen’s lips nuzzling his spent cock and made a half-hearted protest as Stephen took him in his mouth. He cleaned Russ, teasing the slit in the head of his cock with the tip of his tongue. It was too much, but so good, and the sharp, nearly uncomfortable amount of pleasure made him squirm.
“Fuck,” he said with a gasp. “Fuck, Stephen.” He reached up, stilling Stephen with a touch on the back of his head. “Too much.”
Stephen let him go with one last gentle suck that sent a jolt through Russ’ whole body. He lay there, sweat rapidly cooling on his body, as he stared up at the exposed beams in the ceiling. He felt Stephen settle beside him and heard a quiet groan.
“Shit, I think I’m too old for this.”
Russ chuckled and let his head fall to the side. “I think I’m too old for this. Jesus, what did you do to me?”
Stephen, who was rather red in the face, wiped the sweat off his forehead with his arm and smiled at Russ. “Good?”
“Like you have to ask.” Russ craned his neck for a quick kiss. “Goddamn.”
Stephen ran a hand down Russ’ chest and belly and nodded toward the couch. “We made a mess.”
Russ glanced over and snickered at the wet splatter on the back of the couch. “I hope that comes off or we may have to replace the whole thing.”
“I’ve been wanting to get a new sofa for a while anyway,” Stephen said with a grin. “This is as good of an excuse as any.”
***
“Well, new sofa or not, I think we thoroughly re-christened this place as ours,” Russ said as he rolled onto his side.
“I think we did.” Stephen draped an arm over him to pull him closer and grinned. “Glad it’s just the two of us again?”
“Very,” Russ said with a wry grin. “I have no regrets that we took Evan in, but ...”
“You know, I was thinking about Evan earlier,” Stephen said, running a hand down Russ’ back.
Russ gave him a look of horror. “During sex?”
The laugh that burst out of Stephen made Russ’ eyes widen in surprise. “God, no. Oh, Russ, you have to be kidding me. Evan’s a great guy, and I’m sure one day he’ll grow up to be quite handsome, but right now, I look at him and am shocked he’s old enough to drive.” Stephen shook his head, still chuckling at the idea. “I may like younger men, but Evan is ...” Stephen shuddered. There was definitely a thing as too young.
“Just checking,” Russ said with a snort.
Stephen cupped Russ’ cheek in his hand and leaned in for a kiss. “Trust me when I say you’re the only man I’m thinking about when we’re having sex.”
Russ’ smile was crooked and amused. “Glad to hear it. And no offense, Stephen, but the thought of Evan with a guy twenty-five ... no, twenty-six years older than him makes me uncomfortable. I’ve never been as innocent as Evan, and I wouldn’t have dated a guy that much older, especially not at twenty-one.”
“It’s kind of a moot point, Russ, since I’m not planning to date Evan.”
Russ laughed. “I know. I just can’t help but worry about him. He’s so vulnerable right now, and I don’t want someone taking advantage of him.”
“Neither do I.” Stephen cleared his throat as an odd, worrisome thought popped into his head. When he spoke, he felt wary, hesitant, afraid to broach the subject. “Russ, do you ... do you want kids?”
“What?” Russ blinked. “What on earth would make you think that?”
“Just something about the way you talked about Evan. It made me wonder. You sounded very ... paternal.” It wasn’t something they’d discussed before, and Stephen felt a sudden stab of alarm at the idea of them wanting such drastically different lives.
“Oh.” Russ was silent for a moment, then laughed quietly. “No, I guess I think of Evan as a younger brother, definitely someone to look out for, but I can’t imagine raising a child. I think it’s great that gay couples can have kids if they want to, but I never wanted it myself. I’m happy to focus on my career and travel with you.” Russ paused. “Unless ... Did you want kids?”
Stephen laughed, relieved. “No, I never pictured myself as a father either. I wouldn’t mind getting involved in mentoring gay youth, but two A.M. feedings and T-ball don’t appeal.” Stephen grinned. “I’d be nearly seventy by the time the poor kid graduated high school anyway. No thanks.”
“Do you think you’d feel different if you were younger?” Russ asked, tone curious. “If you were closer to my age?”
Stephen thought for a moment then shook his head. “I suppose anything’s possible, but I doubt it. Raising children never held any appeal for me.” He’d never pictured himself as a father. Not even once it became more common for gay men to adopt and raise children together. He’d always been career-oriented, and children had never been a part of his dreams for the future.
“I’m glad to hear we’re on the same page about things,” Russ said with a relieved-sounding sigh. “That’s one of those deal breakers for a relationship, I think.”
“I would imagine so,” Stephen said.
Russ cleared his throat. “So if it’s not that you’re attracted to Evan ... what did you mean earlier?”
“Oh, simply that there are too many guys like Evan out there. Ones in far worse positions and without the resources to take care of themselves if they get kicked out. Kids are coming out younger and younger, and while I think it’s incredible that they feel they can come out so early, it has its downsides.”
Russ nodded and flipped onto his stomach, wincing, presumably from the cold floor beneath him. “I agree, but there are always going to be parents like yours, like Evan’s. I think it’s getting better, and more parents will be like my dad but ... not enough of them.”
Stephen sighed and rolled onto his back, rubbing his forehead. “It’s been bothering me for a while. I feel like I should do something, but I’m not sure what.”
“So we look into it. Maybe check out some of the LGBT groups in Atlanta; see what we can do.”
Groaning, Stephen tried to muster up the ambition to stand. “First, I think I need help getting up off the floor.”
Russ stood with a matching groan and reached down to help Stephen up. As they walked toward the bedroom to clean up, Russ glanced at him over his shoulder. “Where did the lube come from, by the way?”
Stephen grinned widely. “Let’s just say I was planning this before we left to move Evan.”
Russ stopped in his tracks and gave him an appreciative grin. “I appreciate your forethought.”
Pressing the full length of his nude body against Russ’, Stephen kissed his shoulder. “I had a feeling you would.”



Chapter Two
“You need some gear of your own if we’re going to spend more time on the boat,” Stephen teased. “Wouldn’t want my first mate improperly dressed although the idea does have some appeal.”
Russ laughed as he fingered the lightweight jacket, contemplating if he really needed it or not. It had been a few weeks since Evan moved out, and Russ was looking forward to getting out on the water again. They were at a sporting goods place near Lenox Square Mall, trying to decide what gear Russ needed. Stephen, of course, was ready to buy him everything, but Russ was trying to be a little more prudent. He could see how eager Stephen was for Russ to join him on the boat on a regular basis though, and it was hard to turn down Stephen when he was passionate about something.
“Still luring younger men to your boat with that tired old line, huh?”
A man standing on the other side of the clothes rack spoke, and Russ’ head snapped up in unison with Stephen’s. His gaze traveled over the man standing behind Stephen as the pieces fell into place. Mid-thirties, tall, hazel eyes, and brown hair with a scar bisecting the hair near his temple ... holy shit, it had to be ...
“Jeremy?” Stephen said, his voice hoarse as he turned to face the man.
The man nodded, his eyes locked on Stephen, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “Hello, Stephen.”
Russ stepped forward to stand beside Stephen and noticed his skin looked chalky under his tan.
“Jesus,” Stephen muttered, reaching out to put a hand on the clothing rack beside him as if he needed to steady himself, and Russ frowned, concerned. It was as if Stephen had seen a ghost. Then again, Russ mused, he more or less did. It had been over ten years since Stephen had last seen Jeremy.
“No, Jeremy.” A smile played on his lips as he walked around the clothing rack toward them. There was a slight hitch in his step as he moved, and he was dressed in khakis and a black polo with the store name and logo stitched on it. “You can’t be senile already, old man.”
“Not senile. Just ... shocked to see you.”
“How’ve you been?” Jeremy asked, looking Stephen up and down.
“Good. Great, actually. You?” Stephen sounded a little flustered, which was rare for him.
“I’m doing well.” Jeremy’s teasing tone was gone, his smile gentle.
Russ felt his stomach twist as Stephen’s gaze raked over his former lover. Was he imagining the heat there? Scar or no, Jeremy was good looking, and Russ knew on some level at least, Stephen still had feelings for him. He cleared his throat, and Stephen jerked as if surprised.
“Jeremy, this is my partner, Russ Bishop. Russ, this is my ... ex, Jeremy Lewis.”
“Nice to meet you,” Russ lied through his teeth as he stuck his hand out.
Jeremy’s handshake was firm. “You too. How long have you been together?”
“About a year,” Russ replied.
“Hmm, longer than we managed, huh, Stephen?”
Stephen’s expression was serious, concerned as he brushed off Jeremy’s question. “Honestly, Jeremy, tell me how you’re doing. I’ve worried about you in the last ten years.”
“Honestly, Stephen, I’m good. It’s been what, fourteen, fifteen years since we dated, and you still worry about me? Old habits never change.”
“Fifteen,” Stephen said softly. “And maybe not. I’ve always worried about you.”
“Well, despite my little accident, I’m fine.”
“You seem better than the last time I saw you. I thought the side effects might be ... permanent.”
Jeremy shrugged. “Some things are. I still get some pretty nasty migraines, I have a wicked set of scars, I limp a little, but hey, no cane anymore.” He held up both hands.
“Your speech is much better too.”
“These things take time, Stephen. Head injuries are ... unpredictable and slow to heal, plus I was overmedicated the last time you saw me. My body had to readjust, but now there’s very little I want to do that I can’t do—aside from go through the airport without setting off every metal detector in the place.”
Stephen closed his eyes for a moment. “Jeremy ... how can you be so flip about this?”
“Because it’s my life, damn it.” Jeremy’s voice grew hard. “What do you want me to do, piss and moan about what happened? It was an accident, Stephen. My fault. But of course, you still blame yourself, don’t you?”
Stephen nodded. “Of course, I do ... if I’d just—”
“Just what, Stephen? Taken my car to get the brakes fixed yourself?” Russ and Stephen both winced. “Told me I had to or you’d end our relationship? You don’t think I spend every day wishing I’d made a different choice? Of course, I do. But it wasn’t your responsibility,” Jeremy argued, his voice rising. Russ saw several people turn and look. “It was mine.”
Russ felt uncomfortable, both with the fact they were causing a scene and that he was a part of a conversation he felt like he had no place being involved in. He cleared his throat. “Hey, guys, if you need to talk this through, I can leave.”
Stephen protested, turning to look at him. “You don’t have to go anywhere, Russ.”
Russ’ voice was quiet. “I think I do. Why don’t you and Jeremy clear the air? You obviously need to, and it’ll be easier if I’m not here.”
Stephen hesitated. “Are you sure?”
Russ wasn’t, not at all, but what else could he say? “Yeah, of course.”
“I’m on the clock right now.” Jeremy looked at his watch. “If you can wait ten minutes, I can take my lunch break, and we can grab something to eat here near the mall while we talk.”
Stephen’s worried gaze flicked over Russ. “You sure?”
“Go, Stephen. I’ll find something to do to kill time until you’re done.” Russ leaned in and brushed his lips over Stephen’s cheekbone. “Text me when you’re ready to leave.”
Stephen’s hand gripped his forearm, frowning as he studied Russ’ face. He let go after a long moment and turned back to face Jeremy. Russ walked away before he could second-guess himself, refusing to look behind him. He’d never been so unsure of a decision in his life. Should he encourage Stephen to talk things over with his ex? Or was he making a huge mistake he would wind up regretting? The knots in his stomach argued in favor of the latter.



Chapter Three
Stephen stared at Jeremy for what felt like an eternity, unable to believe his eyes. It had been fifteen years since they’d been together, ten since they’d last seen each other. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
“Why don’t you buy whatever you need, and I’ll meet you out front by the north entrance, old man?” Jeremy said teasingly.
Stephen smiled faintly at the familiar nickname. It had been funny when Stephen was thirty-three, now, much less so. Still, the automatic response fell from his lips without him thinking twice. “Sure, pretty boy.” It had been his retort every time Jeremy called Stephen old man.
Jeremy smiled and pointed to the scar across his temple. “Not so pretty any more. Or young. I’m older than you were when we first met.”
“Hard to believe,” Stephen said softly as Jeremy turned and walked away, a mild limp and the scar on his temple the only indication he’d been injured. He was a far cry from the damaged, confused man Stephen had seen ten years before. Then, Jeremy had barely been able to walk without a cane. Now he moved easily, the hitch in his step the only indication his leg had shattered and been fused back together with pins.
Stephen shook his head to clear it and looked down at the rack of coats he’d been staring at. He blindly reached for one in Russ’ size, stopping to grab a few more things he thought they’d put on the list, so rattled he wasn’t sure if he was getting what he needed. Oh well, he and Russ could come back later if necessary. He thought of his partner with a guilty start, realizing he’d been so caught up in the shock of seeing Jeremy that he’d hardly considered Russ’ needs. But Russ would tell him if he had a problem with Stephen and Jeremy talking, right?
Still dazed and disbelieving, he paid and waited for Jeremy by the entrance. He smiled at Stephen when he walked up a few minutes later, the old familiar smile that used to make Stephen’s stomach flip. Still did, if he was being honest with himself.
“Where do you want to go?” Stephen asked.
“There’s a sports bar that’s a five minute walk from here. I eat lunch there sometimes. They’re not half bad.”
“Okay.”
Neither of them spoke as they walked to the restaurant. Stephen glanced at Jeremy out of the corner of his eye, trying to reconcile the multiple images in his head: Jeremy at twenty, handsome and stubbornly determined to get Stephen into bed; Jeremy at twenty-five, scarred and broken, shouting at Stephen that he’d ruined his life; Jeremy now at thirty-five, still scarred but healed. Stephen felt like he could see the images from the past hovering like ghosts over the man next to him, transparent overlays that shifted and merged, until he wasn’t sure whom he was staring at.
The restaurant was a fairly standard sports bar, and because it was after the lunch rush, it was relatively deserted. They seated themselves, and Jeremy spoke once the waitress dropped off menus and water. “So, your new boy trusts you to be alone with me, huh?”
“Why shouldn’t he?” Stephen asked, surprised. “I’ve certainly never strayed.”
Jeremy closed the distance between them, leaning in a little too close. “You always were loyal. You love him?”
“Very much.”
Jeremy shook his head, lips quirked up in amusement. “I thought maybe you gave up on younger men after me.”
“I did. For a long time.” Stephen swallowed past the thick feeling in his throat, remembering the way he’d felt after Jeremy’s accident. How looking at any man in his early twenties made him feel sick and shaken. He’d dated men his own age for years after. Russ wasn’t the first younger man he’d fucked since Jeremy, but there hadn’t been many. And he hadn’t let any of them get close. He was surprised he hadn’t felt more turmoil when Russ barged—or fell, as it were—into his life, but clearly, by then, the acute pain had faded enough. There had been nearly fifteen years between Jeremy’s accident and meeting Russ; a decade and a half was a long time.
“You’re still hurting about this, Stephen. Why?” Jeremy asked, resting his hand on Stephen’s forearm.
His laugh was incredulous. “You nearly died, Jer.” The nickname slipped from his lips without a thought. “Hell, for a few minutes, you did.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Jeremy tilted his head to show off the scar at his temple.
“I think you don’t have a clue what it was like being on the other side of it. I watched you flatline.” Stephen’s voice shook. “I watched all the life go out of you, and I thought I was going to lose you forever.”
“You did lose me.”
“But you’re still alive. Christ, you have no idea how I felt when I thought you were dead. I didn’t care if we were together or not, I just wanted you to live. No matter how badly I fucked up, if you lived, I could cope.”
“You didn’t fuck up, Stephen,” Jeremy insisted. “It. Wasn’t. Your. Fault.”
“You didn’t say that when you were in the hospital.” The words slipped out before he could stop them, and Jeremy froze.
“What?”
Stephen shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
Jeremy’s grip on his forearm felt like iron. “No, tell me what you meant.”
“Do you remember when you threw me out at the hospital? Not the most recent time we saw each other at the rehab facility, but at the Atlanta Medical Center shortly after you woke up from the accident.”
“Sort of? I was pretty out of it. In pain and drugged to the gills. Not to mention, my head still wasn’t on straight. So to speak.” Jeremy grinned.
Stephen clasped his hands together and leaned forward. “You were so angry, Jeremy. You shouted at me, told me it was my fault, told me I’d ruined your life.”
Jeremy closed his eyes, and for a moment, Stephen could see the young, vulnerable man he’d been in love with over top of all of the others.
“I’m sorry.” Jeremy opened his eyes and grasped Stephen’s hands. “That was my parents talking.”
“You seemed extremely confused,” Stephen admitted. “But when you screamed at me that it was my fault and you never wanted to see me again, it seemed pretty clear.”
“I think my parents convinced me you were at fault, and I was so fucked up, I believed it. I wanted someone to blame, and you were the easiest target.”
“I felt like I deserved it.” Stephen let out a small huff of laughter. “Still do sometimes.”
Jeremy opened his mouth to respond but the chipper waitress returned to take their order. Jeremy ordered a full lunch, but Stephen ordered a salad. He was too unsettled to choke down anything else although he was half-tempted to order a bourbon. Hell, maybe a bottle of it.
Seeing Jeremy shook him to his core. Not because he was still in love with him, but because he felt like his world had tilted on its axis. Everything he’d known to be true—he’d been at fault for the accident, Jeremy hated him for causing it, Jeremy would never recover—had been turned upside down.
Jeremy had aged well. At thirty-five, his features were more arresting than they had been at twenty, the soft features of youth sharpened by the years. The black polo he wore made his hazel eyes look green, and the heavier stubble he sported made his firm jaw and cleft chin stand out. For all the similarities he’d seen between Russ and Jeremy before, now all he could see were the differences. Jeremy was handsome, yes, and a part of Stephen still responded to him, but Russ was the love of his life. Jeremy felt like a cheap imitation of the original, despite actually being the first, and the thought made him feel disloyal to both of them.
After the waitress was gone, Jeremy leaned in. “So what’s new with you?”
Stephen had a thousand more questions for Jeremy, but he could stand to have some time to get his head together too, so he didn’t argue with the change of subject. “Since I last saw you?”
Jeremy shrugged. “Since my accident, I guess.”
“I’m CFO at Vantage,” he offered, and Jeremy’s face lit up with a grin. Stephen had forgotten the width of his grin although Jeremy had never had those creases around his eyes when they were together. They suited him though.
“That’s fucking amazing, Stephen. I knew you’d get there.”
It had been one of Stephen’s long-term goals when he was with Jeremy, and Jeremy had always been supportive. Stephen smiled at him. “Thanks. It’s been good. I’m happy there.”
“And the pretty boy toy? God, you do like ‘em young, Stephen.”
Stephen raised an eyebrow at Jeremy. Classic Jeremy, but when they were together, his bluntness had amused Stephen.
“Russ is twenty-nine. He’s not that young. Mature for his age.” Why does it sound like I’m trying to defend my choice of partner? Why does it matter what Jeremy thinks of our relationship? he wondered. But on some level, Jeremy’s approval did still matter to him.
“How’d you meet him? Another UGA talk?” Jeremy winked.
“I haven’t done one since your accident,” Stephen admitted.
Jeremy scowled. “That’s a shame; you were so good at them. The kids there are missing out.”
“I—I couldn’t do it,” Stephen admitted. “The first time I tried, I sat in the parking lot outside the student center and couldn’t get out of my car. Every guy who walked by looked like you, and it hurt too much. I called the organizer and told them my car broke down and I couldn’t make it. I never went back.”
“Do I want to know how long it took you to start dating?”
Stephen’s laugh was hollow. “No.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“It was about a year after your accident before anyone interested me at all. I was at a conference for work—I knew the guy from some previous industry conferences, and we got drunk at the bar and went back to his room. After that, I had a few relationships over the years but nothing substantial until Russ.”
Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “In fifteen years? Damn, he must be pretty special.”
“You have no idea.”
“You never did tell me how you met him.”
“Work. We both work at Vantage although he’s a market research analyst.”
“Of course.” Jeremy nodded. “You’d never go for someone in your own department.”
“True.” The waitress arrived with their meals, and Stephen absently thanked her. Although Stephen took a bite of salad, he could hardly taste the food as he chewed.
“What about you? Are you seeing anyone?” he asked Jeremy.
For the first time, Stephen saw a flash of vulnerability cross Jeremy’s face. “No. For a long while, I had too much shit on my plate to think about it, and now ...” He tilted his head so Stephen could better see his scar. “I’m not exactly anyone’s idea of a dream date.” He reached down and rubbed his leg. “My leg’s still a fucking mess. PT healed the muscles and made it work again, but it’s never going to be pretty.”
“I’m sorry,” Stephen said quietly, his heart aching at the thought of what Jeremy had gone through.
“I told you there’s nothing for you to be sorry about.”
They were silent for a few moments as they ate. Jeremy didn’t look like he was enjoying his Cuban sandwich and fries any more than Stephen was enjoying his blackened salmon salad.
“So you work at Johnson’s Sporting Goods, then?” Stephen asked, gesturing to the embroidered logo on the polo Jeremy wore.
Jeremy snorted and reached for the ketchup. “Yeah. So much for my ambitions to take on the corporate world, huh? I was too much of a mess to think about finishing my degree, and with the medical bills I have ... I can’t fucking afford it. I was just grateful for a sales position when I got out of rehab. I’ve worked my way up to assistant manager, but working retail in some chain store isn’t exactly the life I dreamed about.”
Stephen’s chest tightened. He remembered Jeremy’s ambitions; his aspirations for success had mimicked Stephen’s so closely. It was one of the first things—outside of the bedroom—they’d bonded over. Stephen knew how devastated he would have felt if he’d been forced to give up his dreams. “I’m sorry. That must be difficult.”
“Every damn day.” Jeremy looked up to meet his gaze. “Still, it is what it is. I can’t change it, and I’ve learned to be grateful for what I have.”
“I can’t believe how much you’ve changed.”
Jeremy scowled and squeezed more ketchup onto his plate before setting the bottle aside. “Yeah, I’m scarred and old now. Not the pretty young thing who sweet talked you into bed anymore, huh?”
“Not that.” Stephen reached for him, grabbing Jeremy’s hand to get his attention. It felt strange. Familiar—because, apparently, his skin still knew the feel of his former lover’s touch—but wrong because it wasn’t Russ. “Your personality. You’ve ... mellowed some. You’re less cocky.”
Jeremy’s hazel gaze flashed to his, their hands still clasped together. “What the hell do I have to be cocky about these days?”
Stephen smiled sadly. “From over-confident to not confident enough, it seems. You’re still young and handsome, Jeremy. No one could deny that.”
“Sure; whatever you say,” Jeremy said. His smile was sad. “Look, Stephen. Yes, I’ve changed. I couldn’t go through what I went through and not change.”
“I’m sure.” Stephen realized his thumb was stroking the back of Jeremy’s hand and that he’d crossed a line, so he let go, pulling back to grasp his fork. Stephen cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Tell me more about your recovery.”
Jeremy raised an eyebrow at him but didn’t question Stephen’s abrupt change of mood. “Like I said, I was a wreck for a good long while. At the first rehab center, I saw about a thousand specialists: physical therapists, neuropsychologists, speech pathologists. There was supposed to be someone overseeing all of it, but the guy didn’t do his job. I ended up overmedicated, and it fucked with my recovery. When the facility was shut down, I got transferred to the Shepherd Center, and they got me squared away. Once I was off the meds, it helped a lot, and I was able to think clearly again, work toward a full recovery. I’ll never be one hundred percent, but I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am.”
“I think what you’ve done is remarkable, Jeremy. I honestly do. You’ve come a long way since I saw you last.” Stephen looked down at the table. “I only wish you’d have let me be a part of it. I could have helped you. God, I wanted to.”
“We both know my parents would never have allowed it.”
“True.” Stephen took another bite of salad, which he chewed and swallowed before he spoke. “What’s your relationship like with your parents these days?”
Jeremy’s laugh was a little bitter. “What relationship? They ran you out of my life, did a piss poor job making sure the facility I was at took adequate care of me, and then when I became a burden, they more or less dumped me there and washed their hands of me. Once I got better, they wanted to be included in my life again, and I flat out told them no. I don’t need them in my life. Hell, I had to take legal steps to ensure they’d never be able to make medical decisions for me again. And they sure as hell aren’t allowed to get their hands on the settlement against the rehab facility I was awarded. Actually, I think the settlement was why they came back into my life in the first place. I doubt it was because they missed me.”
Stephen had never liked Jeremy’s parents, but he’d thought they could be trusted to care for their son. The fact that they’d neglected him so severely made Stephen feel sick. What if he’d kept fighting to be a part of Jeremy’s life? What if he’d been able to prevent some of the hell Jeremy had gone through? For the rest of his life, he’d have to live with the guilt of knowing he hadn’t done more. “I wish I’d tried harder to be there for you.”
“What could you have done, Stephen? We weren’t domestic partners or anything of the sort. You were my boyfriend and emergency contact. That’s all. We didn’t have any power of attorney paperwork. I sure as hell wasn’t ready for that level of commitment, and I don’t think you were either. There was no legal recourse for you.”
“I know.” Stephen set his fork down again. “I would have taken care of you no matter what though. With or without the commitment.”
Jeremy sighed and took a sip of his Coke. “I know you would have, but we both know it was impossible, Stephen. Like I said, my parents wouldn’t have allowed it. You’re a good man, you always have been. I can only imagine how hard it was for you to deal with the situation when my parents kicked you out of my life. If I’d been in any shape to fight them about it, I would have.”
“It killed me to see you lying there hurting and not be able to do anything about it,” Stephen said hoarsely. Jeremy’s hands covered his and squeezed. Stephen asked the question he’d been wondering for years. “Why did they hate me so much, Jeremy? Was it the age difference?”
“Sure, that’s part of it, but you were only thirty-three. You weren’t that old. They hated the fact I was gay to begin with. Our age difference was just one more mark against us being together.” Jeremy looked down at the table. “They blamed the accident on me being gay, you know? If you hadn’t seduced me and led me astray ...”
A laugh escaped Stephen before he could stop it. As pissed as he was at Jeremy’s parents, he had to laugh at the latter part of it. “I seem to remember you were the one doing the seducing.”
Jeremy gave him a cocky grin, an echo of the ones Stephen knew from so many years ago. “It didn’t take much to convince you to fuck me.”
Stephen chuckled. “Fuck you? No. The rest of the relationship took some convincing though.”
“True. Although, I eventually wore you down.”
“You did,” Stephen conceded. “Funny. You were the one who pushed for more than a one-night stand, but when I brought up a relationship and moving in together, you nearly bolted.”
Jeremy winced. “I wasn’t ready. If only I hadn’t been such an immature little brat about things.”
Stephen sighed. “You were young, Jeremy, but you weren’t the only one who made mistakes. We both did.”
Jeremy’s fingers brushed his forearm. “I am sorry, Stephen.”
“What do you have to be sorry for?
“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. I was the idiot who refused to listen when you told me I was going to get myself killed. You think I don’t replay the last fight we had over and over? I wish I’d let you pay to get my brakes fixed. I wish I hadn’t been on the road then. I wish I hadn’t been speeding. I wish ... Well, if wishes were horses, I’d have a goddamn herd.”
Stephen laughed, not amused by the situation, but amused to see a glimpse of his former lover’s sense of humor, his brashness. He met his gaze, drinking in the sight of the man he’d loved and lost so many years before. “I’ve missed you, Jer.”
“I’ve missed you too, Stephen.”



Chapter Four
Russ attempted to keep busy while Stephen was out to lunch with Jeremy. He succeeded, in that he managed to buy three shirts, two ties, and nearly splurged on a new laptop he didn’t need, but he finally decided going into debt wasn’t going to solve the anxiety churning in his stomach so he went to a coffee shop to wait.
Figuring coffee would only make the churning in his stomach worse, he ordered a fruit smoothie, but he couldn’t actually taste it, so after a few sips, he abandoned it. The condensation from the plastic cup dripped onto the table, and he dragged his fingers through it as if it would somehow help him control the anxiety that made him feel as though his skin was too tight for his body.
As the minutes ticked away, one by one, he tried not to think about the fact that Stephen had disappeared with his ex-boyfriend.
He checked his phone for the umpteenth time, but there was still no message from Stephen. He pulled up a ridiculous waste-of-time game on his phone and played, his toe tapping an agitated rhythm. His smoothie had grown watery, and he was thoroughly sick of the game by the time his phone buzzed with a text message.
Done with lunch. Where do you want to meet?
His fingers flew over the screen. Parking lot outside of Johnson’s.
Russ was on his feet before Stephen could reply, and he jogged from the mall to where the car was parked. Stephen was standing beside it when he arrived, looking much calmer than when he’d left. Stephen reached for Russ immediately and pulled him into an embrace.
“How’d it go?” Russ asked. He didn’t like the faint, unfamiliar male scent clinging to Stephen.
Stephen squeezed more tightly than usual though, and when he pulled back, it was only far enough to look Russ in the eye. “It was ... good. Strange, but good.”
Russ felt the tension in him ease a little. “I’m glad it went well.”
Stephen let go of him. “Want to head home?”
“Yeah, I think I’m done here.” Russ tossed his purchases in the back seat of the Mercedes and hopped in the passenger seat. It wasn’t until they were both in the car and on the road that Stephen spoke again.
“Thank you for giving me the time to talk to Jeremy. I know it can’t have been easy, but we both needed it.”
Russ nodded. “I’m glad it helped. How is he?”
Stephen hesitated. “A lot better than the last time I saw him.”
“Yeah, I figured. You made it sound like he had irreversible damage.”
“It sounds like there are definitely still some lingering effects, but overall, he’s doing great. Before, I honestly wondered if he’d be able to live on his own, but I guess it had more to do with the medication he was on than actual permanent brain damage. I’m ... relieved to say the least.”
“Does he still blame you? It didn’t sound like it from what I heard, but I’m sure you two discussed it more.”
“We did, and no, he doesn’t blame me. He blames himself completely.”
Russ hesitated, not wanting to badmouth Stephen’s ex. “Shouldn’t he though?” he finally said. “Last summer, on the way back from visiting Addie, if I’d crashed because my tires were bald, it would have been my fault.”
Stephen sighed. “Logically? Yes. But it’s difficult to be objective when it comes to your safety. And I’ve been carrying the guilt for Jeremy’s accident for fifteen years.”
Russ reached out and laid a hand on Stephen’s thigh. “I know.”
Stephen threaded his fingers through Russ’. “I’m working to let go of the guilt. Hearing that Jeremy’s been able to recover and lead a full life—even if it’s not the one he planned—goes a long way.”
“Do you think you’ll see him again?”
Stephen hesitated. “That’s up to you. I saved his number in my phone, and I think it would be good for both of us if we could. I don’t plan to spend a great deal of time with him, but I do think there’s more we should work out. If you aren’t comfortable with it though ...”
Russ sighed. “I’ll admit the idea of you hanging out with your ex doesn’t exactly thrill me. A part of me wants to tell you no.”
Glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, Stephen frowned. “Then I won’t.”
“I think you should though.” Russ squeezed Stephen’s fingers. “I agree that you need to deal with some of the baggage you have about Jeremy’s accident. I trust you, Stephen. I really do, and being uncomfortable with you two hanging out is on me. That’s something I have to figure out.”
“I do feel like there are some unresolved issues,” Stephen said.
“Then why don’t you guys meet for lunch or dinner again, and see how it goes?” Russ suggested. He didn’t love the idea, but he wanted what was best for Stephen.
“Would you rather be there?”
Russ hesitated. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. I think it’ll make all of us uncomfortable, and you won’t have a chance to work through everything.”
“That’s a good point.” Stephen sighed. “I appreciate your openness about this, Russ. I already feel better about Jeremy’s accident than I have in years.”
“Then that’s what matters.”



Chapter Five
Grudgingly, Russ had to admit Stephen seemed happier and more relaxed in the weeks following his reunion with Jeremy. Considering how long he’d carried the weight of guilt over Jeremy’s accident, Russ shouldn’t have been surprised, but the fact that the change was visible to Russ, was.
It was small things: Stephen humming to himself in the shower, how often he laughed, the kisses he snuck behind the closed door of his office when Russ had lunch with him one afternoon. The fact that when Elizabeth, his assistant, caught them, he only winked at her and laughed. Russ certainly wasn’t complaining about any of it, but it did make him realize how heavy the burden of carrying the guilt had been.
One evening, a few weeks after the surprise encounter with Jeremy, Stephen put the last of the dishes away and turned to Russ. “I think I should go through the box of mementos Miss Esther sent home with me after my father’s funeral and talk to her about them.”
Russ blinked in surprise, wincing when he remembered the late night trip down memory lane Stephen had taken before Christmas. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Stephen had been gutted by the contents when he realized that the parents he thought had completely rejected him after he came out to them had, in fact, been keeping track of his career in Atlanta. Stephen wasn’t sure how or why they’d done so, and Miss Esther was the only one with answers. Whether or not Stephen could cope with those answers was the question. There was a reason four months had passed without Stephen pursuing it.
Stephen nodded, leaning against the kitchen counter. “I feel much better now that I’ve dealt with my past regarding Jeremy. Isn’t it time I put the questions about my parents to rest?”
Russ considered the idea for a moment. “I suppose so. I just ...” his words trailed off as he sighed. “I hate to see how much it hurts you every time.”
“I know. But what if knowing puts it all to rest? What if talking to her answers the questions I have and allows me to put my past to rest? God, Russ, talking to Jeremy has changed so much for me already. For so damn long, I’ve been carrying these burdens, and I’m tired of it. I want to move forward.”
Russ nodded. He would never deny Stephen a chance to do that. Besides, Miss Esther wasn’t exactly getting any younger. If he talked Stephen out of calling, there was a chance he wouldn’t get the chance to make that call later. “I’ll be here for you while you make that call.”
***
Apprehension filled Stephen’s stomach as he set the battered old box on the ottoman and lifted out the small stack of newspaper clippings he’d set on top the last time he packed its contents. He hadn’t touched any of it since Christmas Eve. Seeing that his parents had kept track of his life in Atlanta long after they’d thrown him out was one of the biggest shocks he’d ever experienced in his life, second only to seeing Jeremy.
He stared at the yellowed piece of newspaper, so carefully cut out but now curling at the edges. A small picture revealed a group of UGA students along with Atlanta’s business professionals. He had no idea what they offered now, but at the time, UGA had a gay-straight alliance group and had invited local gay business professionals to do a series of talks. Stephen, another man from Vantage, and men and women from other Atlanta area business had attended.
Stephen spotted his own face first, toward the back of the crowd. He’d only been in his early thirties then, but his hair had already begun to turn grey, and it was even more startling against the youth of his face. His gaze traveled to the man next to him and realized it was Jeremy.
The campus paper had done a full article on the event, and the day he met Jeremy was immortalized in newsprint. He’d completely forgotten that. He closed his eyes, remembering the way Jeremy had stood a little closer than was strictly polite, maintained eye contact longer than anyone else there, and licked his lips as he eyed Stephen up and down, the invitation blatant and unashamed. Stephen hadn’t been able to say no.
Funny that his parents had kept the article, never knowing the event led to their son beginning a relationship with another man. He blew out a heavy breath and ran his hand through his hair. No putting it off anymore. He had to know how they’d found the clippings and why they kept them.
He set the clipping aside and looked over at Russ, taking in the worried creases on his forehead, the tension in his body. This was as stressful for Russ as it was for him. He didn’t have words, so he reached out and took Russ’ hand, squeezing it once but not letting go. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and thumbed through it until he found Miss Esther’s number.
“Here goes nothing,” he muttered to himself as he hit call and felt Russ squeeze his hand again.
“Wilson residence. How may I help you?”
Stephen smiled at the sound of her voice. “Miss Esther?”
“Stephen!” She sounded delighted to hear from him. “How are you?”
“I’m well. How are you?”
“Oh, a touch of arthritis, but you know I’ll never let it stop me. I’ve been spending as much time outside as I can. We’ve had a lovely spring this year.” She chattered on about her gardening, and the neighbor kid who was doing most of the heavy work for her, and how her daughters were trying to convince her to move to Alabama. She concluded her story and changed the subject. “Now, I want to hear all about how you and Russ are doing.”
“We’re doing well,” he said. “Planning to spend as much time sailing as we can this spring and summer.”
“I’m so glad you found him, Stephen,” she said. “He’s done a world of good for you. You sound happier than you’ve been in years.”
“I am,” he admitted. “What about you? Have any young men come courting lately?”
Her delighted laugh warmed his heart. “I had two wonderful husbands; I think that’s enough for any woman. I’ll leave the single men ’round here to the rest of the women. It wouldn’t do for me to be too greedy.”
Stephen chuckled. “Anything new and exciting happening in Putnam?”
“Oh!” Her tone grew serious. “Waylon Lambert’s nephew left town unexpectedly. Rumors are he had an affair with a casket salesman and they ran off together. I feel awful for that poor boy. Lavinia and Jimmie Harris never did seem to treat him like they should. He always looked a bit like a scared little rabbit when I saw him. Hope he’s all right; I’ve said a few prayers for him.”
Stephen shook his head, laughing. The description of Evan was rather apt, even if the story was a little off. “Well, I can tell you for a fact Evan did not run off with a casket salesman. Waylon did discover he was gay and fire him, however. Evan’s parents disowned him, and he ended up here in Atlanta with Russ and me.”
“Why, I had no idea you knew him that well!”
“Russ met him when we were in Putnam for the funeral. They stayed in contact, and Evan had nowhere else to go, so we took him in.”
“Oh, Stephen, you are such a good man. I’m so proud of you, my boy.”
“Thank you, Miss Esther. That means the world to me to hear it, but I did what any decent person would. He had nowhere else to go, and I couldn’t let him end up on the street when I had the means help him.”
“His parents ought to be ashamed of themselves,” she said tartly. “And I’ve never liked Waylon Lambert.”
“I think, in the long run, it will be the best thing for Evan, but I can’t say I disagree with you.” He took a deep breath and spoke more seriously, knowing he needed to ask her before he lost his courage. “Miss Esther, one of the reasons I called is because I have some questions for you.”
“Of course, Stephen, you know you can ask me anything.”
He took another deep breath. “I put it off for a long time, but a few months ago, I finally went through the box of photos and documents you gave me. I found a handful of newspaper clippings someone had saved, and I need to know where they came from. I need to know why my parents held on to news about me after they told me they wanted nothing to do with me.”
He heard a quiet inhale on the other end of the line. “Oh, Stephen, I should have warned you they were in there, but to tell the truth, I had forgotten too. Let me think a moment so I can get it all straight in my head.” She cleared her throat delicately. “My daughter, Iris, was living outside of Atlanta at the time you left home to go to college. Her daughter, Pauline, is about your age, Stephen, and she attended the University of Georgia at the same time you did. I had no idea how to contact you, or I would have written to you while you were there. When I went to Pauline’s graduation, I spotted your name on the program, and sure enough, when they called your name to get your diploma, it was you. I tried to find you after, but I wasn’t able to.” Her tone was apologetic, but Stephen remembered the chaos after commencement. It would have taken a miracle for her to find him in that crowd. “I saved an extra program, and when I came home, I gave it to your momma.”
“That was before I came out, and they stopped speaking to me completely,” he admitted. “I was so angry they wouldn’t come to my graduation.”
“Your daddy was the most stubborn man I ever met. And your momma—” Miss Esther sighed “—well, I know I’ve said this before, but losing all them babies takes a real toll on a woman. It’s no excuse for how she treated you, but she was already in a bad place by the time you came around.”
“I know.” Stephen sometimes wondered how different his life might have been if not for those miscarriages and the stillbirth. But there was no way to know. And Stephen being her only surviving child hadn’t been enough to make her go against her faith.
“I know your momma was proud of you, Stephen, even if your daddy couldn’t understand why you wanted a different life.”
“Yeah, well, he figured that out once I came out,” Stephen said, unable to hide the bitterness in his voice. “And proud of me or not, she never forgave me for being gay.”
“I know. She and I had few long talks about you. Every time I brought her a news article on you, I tried to tell her she should talk to you, but she wouldn’t go against your daddy or the preacher. Every time, she’d cry and sit there clutchin’ whatever I gave her. She didn’t throw it away, and although she wouldn’t hear about trying to contact you, I could tell she was glad to hear you were doin’ all right.”
“So you were the reason she had the articles?” A part of him was disappointed his mother hadn’t sought them out on her own, although he’d never truly believed she had. It was just wishful thinking on his part. “How did you find them?”
“I asked Iris and Pauline to keep an eye out. Pauline stayed at University of Georgia for her Master’s degree. She spotted the article in the school paper, and Iris watched The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. They found a few things over the years, and I passed them along to your momma. I always hoped someday she’d come around.”
“She never did.” Stephen swallowed the lump in his throat.
“I know. And I’m real sorry for that, Stephen. I did everything I could.”
Stephen realized his eyes were damp and he wiped at them then took Russ’ hand again. “I know you did. I’m not blaming you, Miss Esther, not at all. But finding these clippings threw me, and last fall, when I found out my father talked to the nurses about me ... said he missed me ...” Stephen sighed. “I didn’t know what to think then, and I still don’t now.”
“Well, I can’t tell you what to think,” she said softly. “But I do believe most people are more complicated than they ever let on. Your momma and daddy loved you, Stephen. Even at the end. They may not have been able to see past their prejudices, but they did love you, and I truly believe a part of them regretted the way they treated you. Hold on to that, and let the rest go.”
Too choked up to respond, he handed the phone to Russ, who took it with a concerned frown and reassured Miss Esther he’d take care of Stephen and thanked her for answering the questions. When he hung up, he tossed the phone on the ottoman and held out his arms.
Emotionally exhausted, Stephen went into his embrace, allowing Russ to manhandle him so they were both lying side by side on the couch. Russ’ touch on his face was soft and tender, but his hazel eyes were narrowed with worry.
“Thank you,” Stephen said hoarsely. “I was ... It was too much.”
“I understand.” Russ pressed his lips against Stephen’s forehead, and Stephen’s eyes closed. They lay there silently for a long time, Russ stroking his face and hair, soothing him as the hurt and sadness over his past mellowed and he could think about it without being overwhelmed.
“Did Miss Esther clear up the questions you had?” Russ asked eventually.
“The ones that have answers.” He opened his eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “I’m never going to know exactly how my parents felt about me. I’ll never know if it would have changed anything if I went back to Putnam and tried to talk to them. But, at least now, I know it was Miss Esther’s daughter and granddaughter who collected the news articles, and Miss Esther who gave them to my mother. And that she kept them instead of throwing them out. That has to mean something.”
“Does knowing help?” Russ asked.
“I think so. Better than not knowing, that’s for sure.”
They were both silent for a long while, and Russ’ expression changed from one of worry to apprehension. “Stephen? I ...” Russ’ words trailed off.
“What is it, Russ?” he asked, concerned.
“What if I said I was thinking about taking you up on your offer to track down my mom?” The look of vulnerability on Russ’ face tore Stephen’s heart open. “You reconnected with Jeremy and called Miss Esther about your parents, and I’m starting to think maybe I should deal with my past too. I’ve thought about it a few times since the holidays, and what you’ve been dealing with makes me think maybe it’s time I find her, if I can.”
“Of course, Russ,” Stephen reassured him. “If you want to find her, we’ll find a private investigator and go from there.”
“I want to know why she left, Stephen. I think I need to hear it from her.”
“Do you plan to tell Addie about it?”
“I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it.” They were both silent for a while.
“I think I might wait,” he said eventually. “At least until I know more.”
“Makes sense.” Stephen frowned at him. “There is something I’ve been wondering though. Why did your dad decide to have Addie live with his sister after your mom left?”
Russ sighed. “Dad ... He may be great about my sexuality, but he can still be kinda traditional. Aunt Caroline wasn’t married, and she’d never had kids, but I think he thought a woman would know more about raising an infant, particularly a little girl. I’m not sure I agree, but I think that’s where he was coming from at the time. Plus, he was working an insane number of hours, he would have had to find a babysitter anyway. I know he didn’t like the idea of shuttling Addie back and forth between two houses, and we went to visit her as often as we could.”
“Didn’t your Aunt Caroline work?”
“She lived off what she made as a seamstress and could work out of the house while she cared for Addie. She inherited my grandparents’ house when they died, so she made enough to get by. Plus, I know Dad sent as much money to her as he could for Addie’s care.” Russ shrugged. “It wasn’t ideal, but I can see why he made that decision at the time.”
“I’m sure it was a tough choice for him.”
“It was. I know, in hindsight, he wishes he’d raised Addie himself, but I’m not sure how he would have made that work. I just wish I knew why Mom left in the first place.”
“I hope you can find her and ask her yourself.”
“Yeah, me too,” Russ said with a heavy sigh.



Chapter Six
Since his talk with his father after Christmas, Russ had been contemplating the idea of trying to find his mother. The urge had only intensified with Stephen’s own look at his past, but speaking the words aloud felt like a terrifyingly huge leap forward. Of course, Stephen was supportive—Russ hadn’t expected anything else—but it was still an overwhelming decision to make. He wondered if he should tell his dad and Addie about his plans. Alan probably wouldn’t care, but didn’t his sister have a right to know? Maybe she’d want to meet their mother too. But was there any point in bringing it up before they knew if they could find her? He decided to wait. After all, it would take a while, right? They weren’t going to find her overnight.
Together, he and Stephen found a private detective named Roy Jacobs, who had a stellar reputation. The initial phone consultation with him was disappointing, however. Russ hadn’t considered the fact that he knew next to nothing about his mother. Hell, he wasn’t sure of her middle name or her birthday. Without it, there was no hope of finding her. A quick online search found nearly two dozen women with the name of Cynthia Bishop in Georgia, and Russ had no way of knowing if she’d moved out of state, gone back to her maiden name, or re-married. Hell, once he thought about it, he realized he had no idea if his parents were legally divorced. Had his dad had any contact with her after she left or had she vanished into thin air?
In order to find any of that information, he’d have to call his father. The thought was strangely stressful. Alan had rarely spoken about Russ’ mother as he was growing up, and the thought of telling his dad what he planned to do was more unnerving than he expected. It took him a couple days to work up the nerve to call.
When he finally did, he paced while the phone rang as Stephen kept a watchful eye on him from the couch.
“’lo?” His dad sounded half-asleep.
“Dad?”
“Russ? Everything all right?”
Russ laughed. “I know I don’t call often, but you don’t have to sound so worried. Everything’s fine.”
“It’s good to hear from ya’, son. How are you doin’?”
“Great. Work is going well, and I finally got a chance to take the sailing lessons Stephen got me at Christmas. That’s been fun.”
They made small talk for a while before Russ worked up the courage to tell his dad why he’d called.
“There is a reason I called. Other than wanting to talk to you.”
“I figured.” Alan chuckled. “Also figured you’d get to it when you were ready.”
Russ laughed at his dad’s comment but quickly sobered. “I’ve been thinking about tracking down Mom.”
There was silence on the other end for a moment. “Well—” Alan said quietly “—if that’s somethin’ you want ...”
“It’s been bugging me since Christmas. Well, longer, really.”
Russ, I’ve long since made my peace with your mother. But, if you feel like you need to talk to her, then you should do it.”
“I talked to a private investigator, and there are a few things I need from you. Mom’s birthday, her middle name, your wedding date ...” Russ grabbed a pen and a piece of paper, hunching over the countertop to write down the information.
“Are you and Mom actually divorced?” Russ asked, when his father had answered all of his other questions.
“Yup. She contacted me a year or so after she left. She wanted a divorce, and I sure as hell didn’t want to stay married to her.” He snorted.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Russ asked. “I would have been about eight then, right? I missed her.”
Alan sighed. “Didn’t see what good it would’ve done ya’. Sorry to say it, son, but she didn’t want anything to do with you and Addie. I would have shared custody with her, but she turned me down. Said you were better off without her. I might not have been the best father, but I always wanted ya’ so maybe she was right.”
“I know you did, Dad.” Russ smiled sadly. It hurt, though, that his mom had walked away from her children twice.
Alan continued. “Once the divorce went through, I never heard from her again.”
Russ sighed and looked down at all the information he’d written. “Thanks. I think that’s all I need to find her, then.”
“For your sake, I hope you do,” Alan said. “And I hope talkin’ with her clears up anything you’ve been wondering about.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“You call me if you need anything else, you hear?”
“I will. Thanks.” Russ cleared his throat. “Miss you, Dad.”
“Miss you too, son. Hope you know I love you.”
“I do. Love you too.”
Alan’s voice was gruff. “Give Stephen my love too.”
“Thanks. I will.”
As Russ hung up the phone, Stephen stood and walked over to him. “How did it go?”
“I think I got everything I needed. Oh, and Dad sends his love,” Russ said.
Stephen smiled as he pulled Russ close, and Russ knew he had to be thinking about his own father’s lack of support. Russ took a moment to appreciate his father and how lucky he was to have him.
The question was: what was his mother going to be like?
***
The following day, Russ called the PI and gave him the information on his mother. Roy promised to get back to Russ as soon as he had any information. With nothing else to do, Russ tried to distract himself. He grabbed lunch with Evan one day, and Stephen did his best to distract Russ as well, but it wasn’t enough to keep his mind off his anxiety. What if Roy couldn’t find his mom? Even worse, what if he did?
Later that week, his phone buzzed in his pocket as he sat at his desk, typing up a report. He reached for the phone, and his heart rate leapt at the sight of Roy’s name. It felt too soon to find out the truth about his mother. He wanted to decline the call, forget he’d ever asked about her. Pretend as if none of it had happened. But he forced himself to answer it.
“Russ Bishop speaking.” He grabbed a pen and a pad of paper, unsure if he hoped Roy was calling to tell him he had no info yet, or to tell Russ he’d found her.
“Russ, this is Roy Jacobs. I have some information for you.”
“Can you give me a moment? I’m at the office.”
“Sure.”
Russ walked quickly down the hall, ducking into the first empty conference room he found, not wanting his coworkers to overhear his conversation. He’d been a little disappointed that his promotion hadn’t included a private office, but he had to admit, it was often easier to have his desk in the middle of his team. His pulse pounded in his ears as he took a seat in the nearest chair. He suddenly wished Stephen were there with him. He should have waited until work was over and called Roy when they were both at home. Too late now though.
“I can talk now. What did you find?” he asked the PI.
Roy cleared his throat. “It took a little while to track Cynthia down, but only because she’s changed names so many times. After she divorced your father in 1994, she married a Mack Copeland then divorced him six years later. She was married to a Denny Owen for seven months in 2003, then married Roger Tucker in 2012. They are still married, and the last known address for her is in Marietta, Georgia. Her current name is Cynthia Tucker. I have a phone number listed. Would you like that?”
“Sure?” Russ croaked. He let out an unsteady breath and had to have Roy repeat the number twice before his brain and hand would work to get the number down correctly. He felt shaky and off-kilter as he thanked Roy, promised to send the remainder of the fee, and hung up the phone.
He stared blankly at the pad of paper with dates, names, and numbers. Clearly, none of his mom’s marriages had lasted long, but he had a way to contact her at least. The thought made his stomach flip, and he stood and put his phone back in his pocket. Tucking the pad of paper and pen into his jacket pocket, he left the conference room, still debating what he should do. After making all this effort to find her, he should call her to meet, right? But the thought was suddenly terrifying.
“Russ?”
He looked up to see Stephen’s assistant Elizabeth staring at him with a vaguely puzzled look. Apparently, his feet had guided him toward Stephen’s office rather than his own desk. He shook his head to clear it and attempted to smile at her. “Is Stephen in?”
“Yes, he got back from a meeting a few minutes ago. Go right in.”
“Thanks.”
Stephen’s door was partially closed, and he looked up from his desk as Russ gently rapped on the door with his knuckles.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes. It’s only three-thirty, and I feel like it’s been a long day already.” Smiling, Stephen stood, but his expression sobered as Russ stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. “Russ, are you okay?” They rarely spent time together at work except for an occasional lunch when their schedules allowed it.
“I heard back from the PI, Roy,” Russ said, voice shaking. “He found her. He found my mom.”



Chapter Seven
The development where Cynthia Tucker lived was new, filled with large, generic homes, and they drove past the house before they realized they’d gone too far. Russ’ nerves spiked as Stephen finally pulled into the correct driveway and put the car in park.
“How are you feeling?” Stephen asked as they got out of the vehicle. It had taken Russ over a week to work up the nerve to call her, and in the days since that phone call, he’d been on edge. The phone call hadn’t told him much. Cyndi, as she’d asked him to call her, had certainly been surprised by his call. He couldn’t tell if she was glad to hear from him or not, but when he asked if she was willing to meet, she said yes, and they made plans for the following weekend. Now, Russ was beginning to wish it was another week away. At least.
He laughed tightly. “Nervous as hell?”
Stephen ran a hand down his back. “Understandable.”
Russ had vague memories of his mom from when he was a kid. He remembered she was tall and thin, with dark hair and dark eyes, but that was about all he could recall. He couldn’t remember her laugh, or what her voice sounded like. He wasn’t sure if he would like her or hate her. And what if she had a problem with him being gay?
Anxieties swirled through his brain as he walked up the sidewalk. To think she’d been living half an hour from him for years. Not that she had necessarily known that, but clearly, she’d never attempted to find out where he was. Or if she had, she hadn’t made any effort to contact him. He wasn’t sure which was worse.
He closed his eyes for a moment as he stood in front of the door then took a deep breath and knocked. Stephen’s hand remained firmly planted on his back as they waited, the tick-whirr of a sprinkling system a few houses away the only sound until the door swung open.
The face that stared back at him wasn’t what he’d pictured, but her eyes looked just like Addie’s. Like his. He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “Cyndi Tucker?”
She was maybe 5’9” or so and still thin. Her black hair was in big, loose curls around her face, and Russ would guess she dyed it because it seemed impossible that she wouldn’t have any gray. She had a deep tan and little wrinkles around her mouth and eyes. The purple dress that hit above her knees, the cropped denim jacket, and the platform sandals she wore weren’t trashy, just too young looking. More suited to someone Addie’s age than a fifty-year-old woman. She was rather heavily made up and had diamonds on both hands, around her wrist, and in her ears. She blinked at him for a moment but didn’t respond.
He cleared his throat again. “I’m Russ Bishop. Your son.”
She shook her head and seemed to pull herself together. “Come in. Uhh, both of you.” She looked Stephen up and down with a puzzled tilt to her head.
“This is my partner, Stephen Parker,” Russ hastened to explain, holding his breath as he waited for her reaction.
Cyndi blinked at him. “You’re gay? Huh, never would have guessed.” She seemed more surprised than hostile, so he figured that was a good start. “Well, uh, nice to meet you, Stephen. Come in. We can sit out by the pool while we chat.” She led them through the house, and Russ had a brief impression of a large, open space with rooms that were showy and without much personality. Russ would bet the houses on the other side of this one looked pretty much the same.
French doors led out to a patio that overlooked a sparkling blue pool and manicured lawn. They took a seat under the umbrella of a patio table, but she remained standing, her fingers gripping the top of one of the chairs. It occurred to Russ that she was probably every bit as nervous as he was and felt himself soften toward her.
“Would you like something to drink?” she asked. “Water? Iced tea? Something stronger?”
Russ thought something stronger would probably benefit all of them, but this was his mother, right? He should be able to get through reuniting with her without having a drink. “Water’s fine,” Russ said.
Stephen asked for the same, and she disappeared into the house to get their waters.
“Are you okay?” Stephen asked, voice pitched low.
“It’s weird. I don’t ... I don’t recognize her. I mean, she looks enough like Addie—well, and myself—that I know she’s my mom, but she doesn’t ... she doesn’t feel like the woman I remember.”
Stephen’s tone was gentle. “It’s been over twenty years, Russ, give it some time. The last time she saw you, you were seven, and I’m sure she’s changed a lot over the years too.”
Russ sighed and brushed his fingers across Stephen’s thigh. “You’re right. I just ... I expected to feel something for her.”
“Get to know her, maybe that will help.”
Russ nodded, and a moment later Cyndi—his mother?—came out carrying a tray of drinks. He couldn’t quite decide what he should call her in his head. Both felt weird. He thanked her as she put the glass of ice water in front of him, and when she’d taken a seat across the table, he struggled with what to say. He looked around, trying to find something he could break the ice with. Her house wasn’t his style, so he’d be lying if he told her he liked it. The backyard wasn’t bad though.
“It’s nice you have so much space in the backyard. I love the pool,” he blurted out.
She looked around and nodded. “Thanks. Roger—my current husband—had the pool put in last year, and I love it.”
“The building we live in has a pool,” Russ said, latching onto something they might have in common. “I swam competitively in high school, and I love being able to do laps every day now.”
She laughed. “Oh, I don’t swim. I work on my tan, but everyone in the neighborhood who doesn’t have a pool is jealous.”
Then what the hell is the point of having a pool? Russ wondered, but maybe Roger liked to swim. He shouldn’t be so harsh on her. He was trying so hard to be open-minded, but nothing about her life seemed to fit the image he had of her in his head, and he felt a weird hostility simmering under the surface.
Stephen cleared his throat and stood. “Excuse me, could you direct me to your bathroom?”
Cyndi smiled at him. “Through the kitchen, down the hall, and it’s the first door on the left.”
They were both silent as Stephen disappeared into the house. Russ knew he’d left to give them a few minutes alone, and he couldn’t decide if he was grateful for it or not.
“Well, it looks like you did well for yourself.” She gave Russ a knowing smile. “I guess that’s one thing we have in common. We know how to find a man to take care of us.”
Russ gritted his teeth in irritation. “I’d love Stephen no matter how much money he had.”
“I’m just saying between living life with a man like your father—scrimping and saving to make ends meet—or finding someone like Roger, who can give me everything I want, it’s not a tough choice.”
“Does love factor in there anywhere?” Russ asked.
She shrugged. “It’s nice, but it’s not everything.”
Scowling, Russ didn’t respond. Maybe it wasn’t everything, but clearly, it meant a hell of a lot more to him than it did to his mother.
“So how’d you meet Stephen?” she asked.
“We work in the same office.” Russ felt strangely reluctant to tell her more about his relationship. It seemed too personal.
Cyndi tapped her hot pink, manicured nails against the glass table as the silence stretched out, and Russ struggled to find something else to say. They were saved when Stephen returned. Cyndi looked between Russ and Stephen as he took a seat again. “So no grandkids from you guys, huh?” She giggled. “Of course, I’m way too young to be a grandma, but ...”
Russ laughed uncomfortably. “Uh, no grandkids from Stephen and me, no. I wouldn’t be surprised if Addie had kids someday but ...”
“Is she married?”
“No, she’ll be graduating from nursing school in May. She has a boyfriend though. Really nice guy name Joseph. They spent Christmas with us. And dad.”
“How is he?”
“He’s good. He does a lot of woodworking these days. He’s very talented.”
“Did Alan remarry?”
“No.”
She nodded. “Still living in the little yellow house outside of Cordele, I bet.”
Russ gave her a wry smile. “Yeah.”
“He always was a creature of habit. I tried to talk him into moving, but he wouldn’t budge.”
“He’s happy there,” Russ said, feeling a little defensive.
“I’m sure he is.” She snorted. “I was miserable though. Living with a man who thought an exciting night was going to the high school football game and having dinner at the local diner.”
“That’s why you left?” Russ snapped. “Because dad wasn’t exciting enough?”
“I felt like I was dying there.” She shrugged. “I bounced around from city to city, trying to figure out what suited me best. I tried out a couple of husbands too.” She laughed, and Russ had to fight to hide his annoyance.
“How did you and Roger meet?” he asked instead.
“Oh, I was working as a travel agent and helped him book a couple of vacations. I played hard to get; he practically had to beg me to go on a date. Works like a charm every time.” She winked as she tossed her hair, and it was a weirdly juvenile gesture on a fifty-year-old woman.
“Where do you work now?” Russ asked.
She laughed again, a loud, tittering sound that had begun to grate on his nerves. “Oh, Roger has a great job, so I don’t have to. I have plenty of time to play tennis and shop, especially because he travels all the time.”
Russ had been wondering where Roger was, but that made sense; he was probably on a work trip. He had no idea how to respond to her comment, but thankfully, Stephen spoke up. “Russ is a market research analyst in Atlanta. He’s been with the company for about a year and a half, and we’re lucky to have him there.”
“I never went to college,” she said with a sigh. “Not that I really wanted a career, but it would have been such a great place to meet successful men, you know?”
Russ nodded, but only because he had no idea how to respond otherwise. “I went to Macon State then moved to Atlanta about four years ago.”
“Funny you were so close all this time,” Cyndi mused.
“Funny?” Russ’ tone was sharp, but he felt Stephen’s hand gently touch his knee, and he forced himself to take a deep breath. “You could have contacted me,” he added a little more softly. “Tried to find me over the years.”
She looked down, twisting the diamond ring on her finger. “Russ, I never really wanted kids. I feel bad that I left you and Addison behind, but you need to understand, it was best for all of us.”
“We grew up without a mom! How can that be the best thing?”
“Because I would have been lousy at it. I was going crazy trapped in that little house with two kids, and all I could think was I was going to live my whole life there and die there and never really live. I couldn’t take it anymore.” She shrugged. “Look, you turned out fine, didn’t you?”
No thanks to you, he thought. “I suppose. It wasn’t easy though.”
She sighed. “I know it was probably hard for you and Addison, but trust me, this was for the best.”
He forced himself to ask the one question that had nagged at him for years, although he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to like the answer. “Did you have postpartum depression after you had Addie?”
“I don’t know. I never saw a doctor or got diagnosed. I was unhappy before I got pregnant with her, and it got worse after. So I left.”
Just like that. She’d left, with apparently no thought to what it would do to him or Addison. He had no words for how much it hurt.
She gave him an imploring smile. “Do you have many memories of me?”
Russ sat back and thought for a moment. “Little pieces of memories mostly. You dancing while you vacuumed. Listening to Fleetwood Mac and singing along with Stevie Nicks. You had a terrible voice though.”
She laughed, and for the first time, he saw a little bit of real emotion from her as her eyes shimmered with tears. “I do, yeah. And I still like Fleetwood Mac.”
Her admission made him smile and another memory popped in his head. “Um, there’s one other vivid memory I have. You were pregnant with Addie and had been too tired to cook, but I guess you were feeling better that day because you made spaghetti. I have this memory of sitting on the kitchen counter watching you make it. You threw the noodles against the cabinet to check if they were done. When you let me throw a couple, I wanted Addie to be born right then so I could tell her we had the coolest mom ever.”
She gasped and put her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Russ.”
His throat felt thick, and the feel of Stephen’s hand—now rubbing his shoulder—was all that kept him from falling apart. “Did you miss us after you left?” he asked, aching to know if it had been easy for her to leave. Obviously, she’d thought it was the right decision, but a part of him needed to know if she’d missed him at all or just been grateful to be gone.
She swallowed, sniffling a little. “Of course, I did. You were a sweet kid, and whenever I saw a little dark-haired boy, I thought about you. I wondered how Alan was handling a baby and how you were doing in school, but I knew the three of you were better off without me.”
Russ leaned forward. “But it wasn’t the three of us. Dad sent Addie off to live with Aunt Caroline.”
Her mouth opened in a small ‘O’ of surprise. “He did?”
“Yeah, because as much as I love him, Dad sure as hell didn’t know how to take care of an infant, much less have the time to do it. Aunt Caroline took Addie once you left, and I took over all of the household stuff. I learned to cook, kept things picked up, and went to school while Dad busted his ass to support us.” Russ’ voice rose with his frustration level. “And you know what? He did a damn good job. I didn’t find out until later how much debt you left him in, but he had to pay all that off on top of taking care of us!”
His voice was almost shaking as he continued. A couple of shared memories didn’t erase years of hurt. “Aunt Caroline convinced Addie that every last thing on the planet was sinful, particularly her gay brother. I came out when I was sixteen, and Aunt Caroline and Addie stopped talking to me then. I wasn’t able to fix things with my sister until almost ten years later when she went to college and started thinking for herself. We’re only now getting to be close, and it took her getting assaulted to bring us together. So don’t tell me it was best for all of us. For you? Yes, maybe it was. But your actions had consequences in our lives too, Mom.”
The look of hurt on her face should have made him feel guilty, but a part of him was glad he’d finally said the words he needed to get out after so many years. “Russ, I ...”
Russ sighed, the anger beginning to leach away. “I get it, okay? I get that you felt like you had to leave, but it doesn’t mean I haven’t spent a lot of years wondering why you left us. It doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.”
Cyndi blinked away tears, and Russ let out another heavy sigh. It was silent except for the sound of the wind rustling the leaves of the small, newly planted trees in the yard.
“I’m sorry I hurt you and Addison,” Cyndi finally said. “Maybe I made the wrong choice, but I had to take care of myself, you know? I had to do what was right for me.”
He nodded and stared at the woman across the table from him. He didn’t know what he’d come here looking for exactly, except maybe a chance to get how he’d been feeling off his chest. He wasn’t angry with her anymore, but he didn’t particularly like her either. She may have been the woman who gave birth to him, but she wasn’t really his mother, and he didn’t need her in his life.
He cleared his throat and stood, feeling disappointed but resigned. “Well, thanks for allowing me to come. I ... I wanted to meet you and get a few things off my chest, but I think we both know this isn’t some picture-perfect family reunion. You have your life here now, and I have my life with Stephen and Dad and Addie.”
Cyndi’s smile was a little sad, but she didn’t argue. She stood and held her hand out to Russ. “I am glad you came. It was nice to see you all grown up and successful even if I didn’t have any part in it.”
He shook his mom’s hand, feeling a weird pang of regret that he didn’t want to hug her. He wished he wanted to get to know her better but he didn’t. When he walked away today, he’d probably never see her again, and he was strangely okay with it. “Thanks.”
She shook hands with Stephen, and they made small talk as they walked back through the house and to the front door. She paused and turned to face him. “Will you tell Addison I’m sorry? I know you both hate me for what I did, but I thought it was the best choice. Can you forgive me?”
Russ sighed and felt Stephen reach up and grip his shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I can’t speak for my sister, but I don’t hate you. I think it’s too little too late for us to have any kind of meaningful relationship, but I don’t want to leave with you thinking I hate you. I know you did what you thought you had to. It’s too late to change anything now, and it all worked out okay. I’ll pass your message on to Addie, but I don’t know how she’ll feel. As far as I’m concerned though, yeah, I forgive you.” Cyndi nodded and gave him a tremulous smile as he reached for the doorknob. He pulled in a deep breath as he said goodbye to the idea of her, the image of his mother he’d built up in his head over the years. “Goodbye, Mom.”
“Goodbye, Russ.”
Russ felt lighter as he walked out the door and heard it close behind him. His goodbye had been as much to the woman he remembered from his childhood as the one standing in front of him. A goodbye to his past and all the times he’d cried himself to sleep wishing she’d come home. Maybe he hadn’t found exactly what he was looking for that day, but he was pretty sure he’d found what he needed: closure. He got in the car, and Stephen turned to look at him.
“Well, that was ...” Stephen cleared his throat. “Was she what you expected?”
Russ snorted, eyes stinging as he blinked back tears. “No, not really.” He stared out the side window for a moment as Stephen started the car and put it in drive. “She’s not my mom, you know? Not the one I had built up in my head over the years or the one I have a few memories of. She’s just some random woman who gave birth to me then left.”
“How do you feel about it?”
Russ shrugged and glanced over at Stephen. “A little confused. Mostly relieved.”
“Are you glad you met her?”
“Yeah. At least, I don’t have any questions about it anymore. I got to say what I needed, and now, I can let go of the past. When it comes down to it, why she left doesn’t matter. She left, and I guess she’s right that it all worked out okay. Dad and Addie and I are all close now, which is what really matters to me.”
“I think in the long run, it was better that she left,” Stephen said.
“I agree.” He hesitated. “She’s ... very self-centered. I feel like she would have resented Addie and me for keeping her from the things she thought were more important. We struggled so much after she left. I wondered what I did wrong, why I wasn’t good enough for her to stick around, but it didn’t have a damn thing to do with me, did it?”
“Of course, it didn’t,” Stephen protested. “Russ, did you really believe that?”
He shrugged. “At times, yeah. A part of me knew it was stupid but ...”
“But knowing it and believing it are two very different things, aren’t they?” Stephen asked quietly.
“Yeah, exactly. So, I resented her for putting me through that, for what her leaving did to my relationship with Addie, but now that it’s all worked out okay and I see what she’s like ... I think maybe she did make the right decision. Because how shitty would it have been for Addie and me to feel like we were what was standing in the way of her living the good life? I don’t know.” He shook his head. “If nothing else, it makes me twice as grateful for my dad. And clearly, I take after my dad a hell of a lot more.” Russ’ laugh was without humor.
“There’s no question about that,” Stephen said.
His mother leaving had certainly made him question both his ability to trust Stephen and himself. At the beginning of the relationship, he’d wondered if he was capable of long-term commitment, but clearly, he was. There was no question in his mind about wanting to be with Stephen. It was also clear he had nothing in common with the woman so comparing himself to her was pointless.
“I’m okay with that,” Russ said. “You know what? I’d rather be loyal like him. She and I are absolutely nothing alike. I can’t believe I ever doubted I could make a commitment to you because my mom couldn’t stay around. It seems ridiculous now.”
Stephen smiled. “Your doubts were understandable, given the circumstances. Cyndi leaving did have an impact on you, but I’m glad you came around.” Stephen reached out and squeezed his thigh. “Speaking of commitment, I know we’ve talked about this before, but I’d like to make an appointment with a lawyer to draw up all the power of attorney and living will paperwork in the near future. If something happened to you ... Well, I don’t want to find myself in the position I was in with Jeremy. Alan is wonderful, so I know he wouldn’t keep me away, but we might as well have all of the legal protection in place.”
Russ nodded. “Yeah, you’re right, we should do that soon.”
He and Stephen had essentially already made the commitment to each other, so why not formalize it. Even if Stephen lost every penny, or became sick or injured, Russ wasn’t going anywhere, and he knew Stephen felt the same. There was no question in his mind that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Stephen. And after meeting his mom, he no longer had the smallest doubt that he was capable of serious commitment. He wasn’t her, and he never had been. Russ was in this relationship for the long haul with Stephen, and the law should recognize that.
It seemed so cold and soulless to go to a lawyer’s office to draw up paperwork though. It felt like too big a moment to treat that way. He knew some couples had parties after, to celebrate, but that didn’t seem right. No, what he wanted was to publicly declare his feelings for his partner and show the rest of the world how much Stephen mattered to him.
He didn’t want to sign a few sheets of paper and pretend as if it wasn’t one of the biggest moments in his life. He wanted more than that. He wanted ... Russ stilled as it hit him what he truly desired. He wanted marriage. For a guy who’d struggled with the idea of long-term commitment, Russ knew he had come a long way. Maybe it was time he showed Stephen how serious he was about their relationship. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised if Stephen had wanted it for a while and had been hesitating because he was worried Russ didn’t want marriage.
Russ glanced over at Stephen and pictured standing in front of an officiant, their friends, and family and telling all of them that he wanted to spend the rest of his life making Stephen happy. He could picture it so clearly, and it felt right.
Maybe Georgia was light-years behind other states when it came to marriage equality and all it would legally recognize was signatures on a power of attorney form. But there was no reason he and Stephen couldn’t go out of state to get married. And someday, when Georgia finally recognized it, they’d be married there too.
Husband. He tested the word out in his head, and something about it felt so right. He felt a surge of giddy elation as he imagined sliding a ring on Stephen’s finger as they promised to spend the rest of their lives together.
He was going to do this. He was going to ask Stephen to marry him.



Chapter Eight
Stephen stepped out of the shower and toweled dry before putting on a robe. Thankfully, the shower had helped ease the tension from a long day filled with endless irritations—from his flight getting delayed to the tedium of the workshops he’d attended. It wasn’t as good as a shower at home with the man he loved, but it would do. In the past, he’d never minded being away from home to attend the occasional conference, but this time, he resented having to be away from Russ. Funny how much had changed for him. He hung the towel on the rack and left the bathroom, feeling exhausted yet still restless.
The room felt cool after the warmth of the bathroom, and the air conditioning seemed to be working overtime, so he turned it down. That was the problem with hotel rooms—even the nicer ones—it was always either icy cold or stuffy. He unplugged his phone from the charger and got comfortable on the bed as he called Russ, hoping that talking to him would make him feel better.
“Hey, how’s the conference going so far?”
Stephen smiled the moment he heard Russ’ voice. “Tedious. I shouldn’t have bothered with the optional pre-conference workshops, but since I was flying in already, I figured I might as well go.”
“Not worth it?” Russ asked, tone sympathetic.
“No. And the wine and cheese reception was hardly worth it either. Mostly networking, and I get tired of the constant jockeying for superiority. If I hear one more guy brag about his new trophy wife or his golf game ...”
“That does sound tedious. I’m sorry your flight was delayed,” Russ said. “You sounded pretty annoyed when you texted me earlier.”
“Yeah, it’s been a frustrating day.” Stephen sighed. “How was yours?”
“Long. The client for this current project is making my life hell. The project manager on their end expects the impossible, and I keep telling him I can’t do what he’s asking, and he’s not taking it well. I’ll be glad when this project is over. How’s Denver?”
Stephen heard a rustling sound on the other end and wondered if Russ was in bed.
“All I’ve seen of it so far is the airport and the cab ride to the hotel. The hotel’s nice enough, and I have a great view of the mountains, but at the moment, it’s cold and sleeting, so I’d just as soon stay in. It’s April; why couldn’t they have sent us to Santa Barbara or Phoenix?”
“That does sound much nicer. Are you going to have time to enjoy the city at all while you’re there though?” Russ asked, sounding vaguely distracted
“There’s a brewery tour and dinner tomorrow night I could attend.”
“You don’t even like beer that much,” Russ said.
“I know. I may just go out to dinner with a few people I know. We’ll see what I feel like doing at the end of the day.”
He heard Russ stretch and yawn. It was only nine o’clock in Denver, but it was already after eleven in Atlanta.
“Want me to let you get to bed?” he asked, a little disappointed.
“Not yet. I’m tired but I’m horny as hell,” Russ grumbled. “I wish you were here.”
“Sorry I can’t help with that,” Stephen said. “It’s going to be a long few days.”
His phone dinged with a text alert, and he wondered who was sending him a message at this time of night. “One sec.” He lowered the phone and brought up his texts, surprised when he realized it was from Russ. There was no message in the note, just a picture. Curious, he opened it and was greeted by the sight of a semi-nude picture of a man in bed. Not just any man or any bed either. Despite the carefully cropped photo, Stephen recognized the sight of his lover’s body and his hand resting on the bulge in his tight red briefs.
Stephen gave the photo one last long look, feeling his own cock stir under the robe, and he lifted the phone to his ear.
“Well then,” he managed.
“Do I have your attention now?” Russ asked, sounding amused. “I love you, I miss you, but I don’t give a fuck about Denver or the conference at the moment.”
“You have my attention.”
Russ’ voice dropped, going low and a little husky. “Good. Touch yourself and pretend it’s me.”
Stephen huffed out a laugh. “Jesus, Russ. Are you serious? Phone sex?”
“Please, Stephen.”
Clearing his throat, it occurred to Stephen that he’d never done this before. Never even considered it. He shifted so his robe fell open and grasped his cock in his hand. The sight of Russ’ nearly naked body and the sound of his husky voice in Stephen’s ear was enough to get him going. He was half-hard already.
Shakily, he agreed. “Okay, I’m doing it.”
“Good. Are you hard yet?”
“Getting there.” He felt a jolt of pleasure go through him at what they were doing.
“So, wanna tell me what you’re wearing?” Russ’ tone turned teasing, almost campy.
Stephen chuckled, relaxing. “Just a robe. I got out of the shower just before you called.”
“Mmm, love when I can lick the water off your skin. Are you stroking yet?”
“A little.”
“Use your thumb to trace the big vein all the way to the head of your cock for me.” Stephen did, moaning quietly as he closed his eyes for a moment, a little shocked but incredibly turned on by Russ’ graphic talk. “Is it wet at the tip?”
Stephen swirled his thumb over the slit in his cock, feeling a drop of sticky wetness. “Yes.”
“Do you have lube?”
“Yes. In my kit.” Stephen stretched to pull his black leather travel kit from where it rested on his suitcase. He straightened and retrieved the small bottle of lube from inside. “Got it.”
“Mmm, good.”
“Now what?” he asked, feeling a little breathless, amazed by how turned on he was already.
“Put me on speakerphone so you can use both hands,” Russ encouraged.
Stephen’s fingers trembled as he switched the call to speaker mode and set the phone on the bed beside him. “Okay.”
“Slick your cock for me.”
Stephen did, gripping hard and giving himself a few quick strokes.
“Slowly,” Russ said, and his hand slowed. “I want you to imagine me teasing you, gripping the shaft, twisting a little at the head.”
Stephen slowed his strokes even more, mimicking the motion Russ described. “You’re killing me, Russ.” His voice sounded strangled.
Russ merely chuckled. “Good.”
“What are you doing?” he asked, wanting to know how Russ was touching himself at the moment. He could picture Russ in their bed so clearly, those red briefs still on as he toyed with his cock, a wet spot forming on the fabric.
“I bet you’re dying to know, aren’t you?” Russ’ voice came out a low, husky purr that sent a jolt through Stephen’s body and settled into a low ache in his balls. “You’re imagining me stroking myself, maybe even fucking myself with my fingers, but I think I’d rather torture you a little, let you wonder instead.”
“Damn it,” Stephen hissed. He shifted on the bed, still stroking his cock enough to keep himself on edge. He wanted to sink into the sound of Russ’ voice, let it carry him all the way to orgasm.
“I want you to do something else for me, Stephen. Play with your balls with your left hand while you stroke. Feel them in your hand and imagine me tonguing them, working them over with my lips and tongue.”
“Oh, God,” Stephen gasped, his stomach tightening, his cock jerking in his hand at the mental image. He closed his eyes, and he could imagine Russ licking and teasing him.
“I wish I was licking that thick shaft, tracing the vein with the tip of my tongue, swirling around the head a few times before I suck the tip into my mouth.”
Stephen’s hips shifted on the bed as he used his hands to mimic what Russ described the best he could. His balls tightened, drawing up as he edged closer to orgasm, the sound of his ragged breathing filling the room. “Russ,” he said with a gasp, unable to manage anything more coherent.
“You’re getting close aren’t you? Yes, Stephen, imagine my mouth working you over. Slowly sucking the head of your cock in my mouth before lowering, taking you further and further in until you can feel my hands and my mouth on every inch of that thick, beautiful cock.”
Stephen’s grip tightened, hands shaking as he gripped himself harder.
“I’m sucking faster now, fucking my mouth with your cock, waiting for you to spill into my mouth so I can drink it all down.”
“Close,” Stephen managed. “Fuck, I’m getting close.”
“Give me every drop, Stephen, every thick, salty drop of your come on my tongue.” He could hear the strain in Russ’ voice, the edge to it, and knew he was getting close too. “God, I wish I could taste it.”
“Me too,” he choked out, concentrating on riding the white-hot edge just before orgasm.
“Come for me. Oh ... God ... let me taste you.” He could hear the stutter in Russ’ voice, imaging him in their bedroom back home. He pictured Russ in the center of their bed, shuddering as he brought himself to climax.
Stephen gripped his cock harder, thumb pressing on that little spot just below the ridge of his head, and choked out a rough, strangled version of Russ’ name. His balls drew up tight and his cock jerked in his grip, his entire body shuddering. Come surged out, landing on his chest before trickling down his shaft and dribbling onto his stomach. He panted, the sound of his ragged breathing mingling with Russ’, filling the room and bringing him closer to the man more than a thousand miles away.
“Keep stroking, Stephen, make it last,” Russ said, panting.
He gasped when he did, feeling the sharp jolts of pleasure that shuddered through him.
“I’m tasting myself, Stephen, imagining it’s you.”
Stephen let out one, last, tortured groan and his hand stilled, too sensitive to take another second of pleasure, and for a moment, they lay there quietly as their breathing evened out. His heart rate slowed and he stretched, a wash of sleepiness settling over him.
“Shit, Russ.” Still dazed, he reached for the tissues on the nightstand and remembered he wasn’t at home.
He heard a low laugh on the other end. “Good?”
“Incredible.” He smiled. Russ was rarely the aggressor, and he’d never been that graphic before. “I never expected that from you. Not that I’m complaining ...”
“Glad you enjoyed yourself.” He thought he could hear Russ’ smile in his voice.
“I did. Thank you.” Stephen’s voice softened. “I miss you.”
“I miss you too.”
“Give me a second.” He stood and padded into the bathroom, taking a moment to clean up with a warm, damp cloth before returning to the bedroom. “Still there?” he asked, as he stripped out of the robe and slipped under the covers, hating that he was talking on the phone and not to the live, warm body of the man he loved.
“Still here.”
“I’ve never done that before,” he admitted.
“What did you think?”
“I think if I can’t have you here with me, this is the next best thing.”
“There’s always Skype,” Russ suggested.
“Next trip,” Stephen promised, his jaw popping with a loud, unexpected yawn. “Damn, Russ, I’m going to sleep well tonight.”
“Should I let you go?”
“Yeah, probably.” His tone was reluctant. He reached up and turned out the light beside the bed, shifting to get comfortable.
“Or we could talk until you drift off on me,” Russ suggested softly.
Stephen smiled to himself in the dark, unfamiliar hotel room. He’d never imagined loving someone so much he missed them after a day apart and needed to hear their voice as he drifted off to sleep. “That sounds nice,” he admitted.
“I love you, Stephen.”
“I love you too, Russ. You have no idea how much.”
***
At breakfast the next morning, Stephen was still smiling at the thought of their phone call the night before. He took a bite of a halfway decent fruit salad as his phone buzzed in his pocket. His smile widened when he realized he had a text from Russ.
Hope you slept well. If not, maybe this will wake you up. It was accompanied by a picture taken down the length of Russ’ body, wearing a pair of briefs—this time dark green—with a coffee cup balanced on his firm abs.
His smile grew even wider as he responded. Great view to wake up to. Have a great day today. Love you.
“Either the food here is much better than at last year’s conference, or I missed the memo about Denver’s incredible gay nightlife,” a vaguely familiar voice murmured in his ear as a woman slid into the seat beside Stephen.
He glanced up from his phone to see a fellow CFO grinning at him. “Anne,” he said, surprised.
“Hello, Stephen.”
Anne McKinney was a colleague and someone he considered a friend, if only situationally, because she lived on the West Coast, and they only ran into each other at the occasional conference. They’d met years ago, bonding over LGBT work issues and a love of bourbon.
“How have you been?”
“Oh, busy as hell, but good. You?”
“Fantastic.” It was the truth. He might not be happy about being at the conference this year but that was only because he had someone at home waiting for him.
Anne grinned. “I see. Let me guess: new lover?”
“New partner. His name is Russ, and we’ve been together for nearly a year now.” He smiled. “It’s ... serious.”
“Oh, Stephen, that’s fantastic. I’m so happy for you.”
“Thank you. How is ....” He wracked his brain trying to remember the name of her wife. “Delia?”
“Great. She seems happy staying home with the kids. She gave birth to our second last fall.” The pride in her voice was unmistakable.
“I’m happy for you, too,” Stephen said.
“Have you and Russ considered it?”
“Children?” Stephen shook his head. “We discussed it, but neither of us are interested. His sister’s moving to Atlanta and in a relationship that seems to be getting serious, though. I am perfectly happy to be Uncle Stephen if and when she’s ready to have kids, but I don’t have any need to be a father.”
Anne smiled. “Fair enough. It’s not for everyone.”
“That reminds me though,” Stephen said. “I am interested in mentoring LGBT youth, and I know you are pretty active in the community in Portland. Any thoughts on where I should start?”
As they discussed Anne’s volunteering, Stephen found himself getting distracted by thoughts of the picture Russ had sent.
Over the next few days as the conference stretched on, dragging with every hour, Stephen found himself looking forward to the brief messages Russ sent him to spice up their time apart. He found himself counting down the hours until he’d be back home with the man he loved.
And he was reminded again how much he’d changed in the year he and Russ had been together.
***
Stephen stared blearily at the whirling carousel of bags, searching for his luggage in a sea of identical black suitcases. His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he kept half his attention on the parade of luggage as he accepted the call and lifted the phone to his ear. “I’m waiting for my luggage now. I’ll be home in bed with you within the hour, traffic willing.”
There was silence on the other end of the phone for a moment. “Uhh, Stephen either you hit your head and somehow lost the last fifteen years of your memories, or the accident fucked with my memory more than I thought.”
“Jeremy?” Stephen blinked in surprise and took a quick glance at his screen. “Shit.”
Jeremy’s tone was dryly amused. “I’m guessing you thought I was Russ.”
“I texted him ten minutes ago to let him know I landed. I assumed he was calling me,” Stephen said apologetically. “I’m sorry. That was ... awkward.”
Jeremy chuckled. “It’s fine. At least, I know it wasn’t some bizarre, delayed side effect of my accident.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, the reason I called was to see if you wanted to grab lunch tomorrow.”
Stephen hesitated. “I would, but I’ve been at a conference for the last few days, and I’d like to spend the weekend with Russ.”
“Of course,” Jeremy said. “No problem. I, uh, just thought I’d see if you were free. Maybe next weekend although I work both days, so it would have to be dinner.”
“Actually, we’ll be out of town next weekend. We’re going to Jacksonville for Russ’ sister’s graduation.”
“No big deal. Give me a call whenever you do have some time.”
“I will,” Stephen promised as he spotted his luggage. “Shit, my suitcase just went by. I’ll catch you later, Jeremy.”
Stephen hung up before Jeremy could reply and cursed when the suitcase disappeared, and he had to wait for it to make another trip around.
The apartment was dark and quiet when Stephen finally walked in the door. Surprised, he felt a wave of disappointment wash over him. He’d expected Russ to be home. He wasn’t upset with Russ—if he wanted to go out, Stephen certainly wasn’t going to hold him back—but he’d been looking forward to their reunion. With a resigned sigh, he tossed his keys in the bowl on the table by the door and slipped his phone in the charger. He’d unpack and shower then text Russ to see what time he’d be home.
He carried the suitcase to the bedroom and paused in the doorway. Russ was home. And waiting for him in their bed. He felt his mood lift as he set down the luggage and leaned against the doorframe. “I thought you were out.”
Russ grinned at him and threw back the covers to reveal his naked, aroused body. “Nope. I just thought I’d make things easier. Save you the trouble of having to get me out of my clothes.”
Stephen grinned back and crossed the room, already unbuttoning his shirt. He crawled up the bed until he knelt over Russ’ body. “Good planning.” Leaning in, he kissed Russ hungrily and felt Russ grab the back of his head to deepen it. After a moment, he pulled back. “Missed you.”
“I missed you too.” Russ guided Stephen’s hand to his cock. “Now show me how much.”



Chapter Nine
Russ was up and out of bed long before Stephen, and even after his workout and shower, Stephen was still asleep. Between the conference and the two-hour time difference, Russ wasn’t surprised, and as he dressed, he decided he’d let Stephen sleep for a while longer while he went out and picked up brunch. He took one last glance at Stephen before he closed the bedroom door, smiling at the sight of Stephen sprawled on his stomach, silver hair bright against the dark grey sheets.
God, he loved that man.
He decided to walk the handful of blocks to their favorite brunch place. It was a perfect mid-April day, and the weather had been ideal for the last few days. He thought about taking the sailboat out and could almost feel the sun and wind on his skin and smell the fresh air. Maybe tomorrow they’d head to Lake Lanier. Assuming everything went well today, that is.
He thought of the box in his dresser drawer, and he felt his stomach knot with tension. He’d felt anxious and eager since lunch the day before when he had wandered around Midtown on his lunch hour instead of sitting in the office. He’d grabbed a sandwich to go and walked while he ate. The warm April air had felt wonderful after being cooped up all morning, the sun warming his face as he wandered aimlessly. He’d had no real destination in mind, but as he pitched the wrapper in the trash, he’d spotted a jewelry store.
He’d stared at the storefront for a long moment as he debated if he should go in or not. Since his decision to ask Stephen to marry him, he hadn’t done anything to make it happen. Stephen being gone for a few days had reminded him how much he wanted to spend the rest of his life with him.
Things had been so good between them lately. Work was good, his relationship was good, and life was good. So why not? Why not take the next step forward? Maybe this was the perfect time to find a ring.
As he’d walked through the store, he’d perused the glass cases looking for men’s rings in the sea of glittering diamonds. A pretty salesclerk about his age blinked long eyelashes at him as she gave him a broad smile. “How can I help you, sir?”
He smiled back. “I’m shopping for men’s rings.”
“For yourself?”
“To propose to my boyfriend.”
“Oh!” Her expression of surprise quickly melted into a sweet smile. “Right over here, sir.”
She’d showed him ring after ring, but none looked right. He couldn’t picture any of them on Stephen’s finger. He’d nearly given up on finding one he liked when one caught his eye. It was perfect for Stephen: elegant and classic but unusual enough to stand out, high quality but not flashy. He mentally calculated the amount in his bank account. The new job had given him a much-needed boost in income, and he’d been able to trade in his beat up junker of a car for something nicer. He finally had a savings account with a balance that continued to creep up slowly. As he considered the price of the ring, it was a good feeling to realize he could afford it.
He’d purchased the ring and left the store with the box in his pocket, not wanting anyone in the office to see the name on a bag. The ring was an impulse purchase, no doubt about it, but given how well things were going with Stephen, he wanted to do this. He was nervous, but it felt like the right thing to do.
And yet, all afternoon the ring box had felt like it was going to burn a hole in his pocket. As he sat in his desk chair, patting his pocket absently, he’d considered how he should ask Stephen.
Unfortunately, Russ hadn’t come up with any answers in the last twenty-four hours. He wondered if he should ask Stephen when they went out for a sail and dismissed the idea. If he did that, he ran the risk of losing the ring in the water. He was still mulling it over as he reached the restaurant and got in line to place his order.
He continued to think about it as he waited for the food to be prepared and on the walk home. It wasn’t until he spotted the balcony on the side of their building that it occurred to him that he should keep it simple. They could eat brunch out on the balcony and he could ask after. He’d skip the getting down on one knee—that wasn’t their style either—but he still needed to figure out what to say. That was the most important part.
By the time he entered the apartment to find Stephen awake and sitting on the couch sipping a cup of coffee and reading on his iPad, Russ was a mess of nerves. “Hey,” he croaked as he set the bag of food on the counter.
Stephen looked up and gave him a puzzled look. “You okay?”
“Yeah, just something bothering my throat. Allergies maybe.” He cleared his throat. Jesus, he hadn’t expected to be so nervous. “I’ll be right back.” He went into the bedroom and pretended to use the bathroom as cover for him retrieving the ring box from the dresser. Holy shit, he was really doing this.
“How’d you sleep?” he asked as he walked into the living room to give Stephen a quick kiss before he returned to the kitchen.
“Great.” Stephen flashed him a smile and stood, stretching. “Someone wore me out last night.”
“Good.” Russ reached for plates and said, “I picked up brunch. I thought maybe we’d eat on the balcony.”
“Sounds nice,” Stephen agreed, joining him in the kitchen. “The weather was miserable in Denver. I’m looking forward to enjoying the nice spring weather here. I want to get out on the sailboat tomorrow.”
“Me too.”
They juggled plates, glasses, and silverware as they walked out the door to the tiny balcony. For a few minutes, Russ had been distracted from his thoughts about the proposal but his nerves hit full force as he took a seat. Stephen ate with gusto, telling Russ about the terrible food at the conference, and Russ tried to respond appropriately. He was distracted though, and he could hardly taste the food he put in his mouth.
Stephen gave him a quizzical look as he pushed away his empty plate. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”
“I’m fine.” Russ gave him a small smile and took a deep breath. “I have something I want to talk to you about though.”
Stephen quirked an eyebrow at him and sat back. “Of course. You can talk to me about anything, Russ.”
Russ wet his lips, his racing heart thudding too quick in his chest as he tried to pull together the half-formed thoughts that had been swirling through his head for the last few hours. “I ... I know this probably seems out of the blue, but I’ve been thinking about something for a while now. For a long time, I didn’t think I wanted long-term commitment.” A small furrow appeared between Stephen’s brows as he gave Russ a puzzled look. Russ took a sip of water to wet his dry mouth and continued. “Giving a relationship with you a chance is the best thing that ever happened to me. So I want to take it one step further. I love you, Stephen, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I know it’s not legal here in Georgia yet, but it’s just a matter of time.” The shaky feeling in his chest grew as he slid the ring box out of his pocket and set it on the table between them, flipping open the lid. “Will you marry me, Stephen?”
Stephen stared at him for a long moment before his gaze dropped to the ring. He stared at it, unblinking, for even longer, and Russ felt the first stirring of worry.
“Russ ... I ...” Stephen’s voice trailed off, and he cleared his throat before he spoke. “You know I’ve wanted a partner, a man I could share my life with, and I want that man to be you, but marriage ... that’s not something I thought I’d have. This is unexpected. I—I’m going to have to think about it.”
Stomach churning, Russ sat there stunned. For a moment, he was too numb to register how much it hurt that Stephen hadn’t said yes. He’d expected Stephen to be surprised, of course, but he’d never considered for a moment he wouldn’t want to get married. He couldn’t meet Stephen’s earnest gaze, didn’t want to see the rejection there. He was aware of the pulse in his throat, his heart beating too hard as he fought back the urge to lash out, say something to make Stephen feel as awful as he did.
Instead, he reached out and pulled the box toward him, snapping it shut with a sound that echoed in the tense silence between them. Stephen reached out to him, but he stood, stuffing the ring box—and all it represented—into his pocket to deal with later.
“Russ,” Stephen said, his tone imploring. “I’m sorry, I ... it’s not a no. I just need some time to think about it, okay?”
“It’s fine,” Russ said stiffly. His fingers seemed clumsy as they fumbled for the door, sliding it open with more force than he intended.
He made a beeline for the front door and was halfway there before Stephen spoke. “Russ, please. Let’s talk about this.”
“I’m not leaving; I’m going to get some air. I’ll ... I’ll be back later.”
“Russ, wait,” Stephen called out, his tone anguished, but Russ pulled the door behind him with a decisive thud and went straight for the elevator, heading for the one thing that had always been his comfort and a physical outlet for his frustration: the pool.
A long, hard swim cooled his frustration but it didn’t take away the sting of rejection. He lost track of time as he hung suspended in the water, kicking lazily to stay afloat, wondering where it had all gone wrong.
He was no closer to an answer by the time he realized he’d avoided Stephen long enough. His fingers were pruned from the water when he finally stood upright and walked to the edge of the pool. When he reached the steps, he glanced up and paused.
Stephen sat in the deck chair Russ had thrown his clothes on, holding the ring, twisting it around the tip of his finger. His expression was grave, worried. It was the most serious Russ had seen him since his father’s funeral. Russ’ stomach lurched, feeling like it plummeted to the bottom of the pool as he froze, staring at his partner and wondering if this was the beginning of the end. He’d assumed Stephen wanted marriage, but if he didn’t, was Russ willing to spend the rest of their lives together without that? As much as he’d been terrified of commitment, he’d always thought of it as the final step in a relationship for any couple, gay or straight.
Russ had been fourteen when Vermont became the first state to legalize same-sex marriage. State after state joined the ranks, and in the last few years, it seemed to be gaining momentum. It was only a matter of time before marriage equality swept the nation. He’d grown up with the idea that someday he’d have the right to marry the man he loved. If he wanted it—and right now, he wanted it more than anything else in the world—there would be nothing to stop him.
Except, his partner—the one he’d been so sure wanted the same thing—apparently didn’t.
“How’d you know I was up here?” he asked hoarsely.
Stephen’s gaze lifted, his smile sad. “Because I know you.”
Russ’ tongue felt thick all of a sudden, unwieldy in his mouth. “I thought I knew you.”
The look of hurt in Stephen’s gaze was shattering, but no more so than the earlier rejection. “Can we talk?”
“I’m not sure what there is to say.” Russ walked out of the pool, limbs heavy after the grueling swim and time spent floating in the water. It was almost like the feeling of being back on land after spending a day on a boat. Except, that made him think of sailing with Stephen, which was too painful to consider right now. “I asked you to marry me, and it’s not something you want. There really isn’t a compromise.”
Russ stopped beside the chair Stephen sat in, dripping on the concrete surface below. Stephen slid the ring off his finger and slipped it into the slot in the box, closing it silently. “There’s always a compromise, Russ. If you work hard enough at it.”
“What? Filling out some power of attorney paperwork?” Russ’ tone was bitter. “Letting the rest of the world think our relationship isn’t as equal to someone else’s marriage? I thought you, of all people, would want the same rights as straight couples.”
“I do, Russ. You know I’ve always been supportive of the marriage equality movement, but I never thought about it for myself. You’ve spent half your life believing you would have those rights, I didn’t. I honestly never let myself believe I would get married, and it’s not something I can jump into lightly. I’m not saying no. I’m asking you to give me some time. Let’s talk about it, make sure we’re both on the same page about what we want.”
“I thought we were,” he said bitterly. “But, obviously, I was wrong.” Stephen stood and handed him a towel. He must have brought it with him because Russ certainly hadn’t thought to grab one. He towel-dried his hair and scrubbed it across his skin, grateful for an excuse not to meet Stephen’s gaze. He wrapped the towel around his waist and carefully folded his clothes, hooking his fingers into his shoes as he turned to walk away. “Let it go, Stephen,” he said, feeling too exhausted to think about the topic anymore. “Let’s forget it happened.”
The walk back to the apartment was silent except for the faint squelching sound of Russ’ wet, bare feet on the floor. Once inside, Russ headed straight for the bedroom, and Stephen followed, setting the ring box on the dresser. Russ left it there. He didn’t want to look at the thing, much less touch it. He felt sick at the thought of the way he’d misjudged his partner and their relationship. He went about his usual routine: dropping his dirty clothes in the hamper, putting others in the dry-cleaning pile, and letting the shower heat up for a moment before he stepped inside.
Stephen followed him into the shower, and Russ didn’t stop him, but he flinched when Stephen’s hands closed around his biceps, and Stephen pressed a kiss to the back of his neck. His voice was hoarse, throaty. “I’m sorry, Russ. I never meant to hurt you.”
Russ stayed silent, reaching for the soap with shaking hands as he closed his eyes tightly and tried to ignore the stinging salt. No apology could take away the awful feeling of Stephen’s rejection.



Chapter Ten
In the days that followed Russ’ proposal, Russ was unusually quiet; clearly hurting, but too stubborn to talk about it. They drove to and from work together, they had lunch together, and they slept side by side every night. They pretended as if everything was normal, but it wasn’t.
Stephen wanted to take the words back, knowing how deeply they’d cut Russ, but he couldn’t. Marriage was something he’d never believed he’d have a chance at, and the question had shocked him. Of course, he wanted to spend his life with Russ, there was no question of that, but he’d never considered a wedding ceremony. The thought that Russ wanted to make that kind of commitment to him touched him deeply, but it wasn’t something he wanted to rush into. If only they could talk, Russ would see that Stephen loved him as much as he ever had, but Russ was too hurt to hear it. To be fair, if their places were reversed, Stephen wasn’t sure he’d feel any better.
Stephen hoped giving Russ space would help, but the ring box sat on the dresser, a silent reminder of the rift between them.
Russ had proposed on Saturday, and when his Thursday night poker game rolled around, he was grateful for the excuse to get away.
As usual, they were playing Texas Hold ’em. They made small talk at first, catching up with each other’s lives as they played the first few hands. This hand, Andy and Marc were the blinds—compulsory to get the bets going—and Stephen checked his cards; he’d been dealt a pair of Queens, a strong hand.
“You seem quiet tonight,” Curtis commented with a glance at Stephen.
He nodded and raised the blind by 2,000. Phil had been dealt an Ace, King suited, and called. Curtis, Andy, and Marc folded, leaving Stephen and Phil to fight it out. It was the first time that evening two players had been dealt good hands.
“It’s been a long week,” Stephen said eventually.
“Everything okay?” Marc asked with a worried frown.
“Yeah, you usually don’t shut up about Russ, and you haven’t said a word about him today,” Phil joked. “What did you do, break up?”
Stephen scoffed, but the words hit a little closer to home than he’d like. “Just because you have a jaded view of relationships ...”
Phil was a former Vantage employee who had two ex-wives and a string of ex-girlfriends. More than fifteen years ago, he hadn’t blinked at joining a poker game consisting of three gay men though, and Stephen considered him a friend. A good friend, actually, but shitty at maintaining romantic relationships. Marc and Curtis had been together over twenty years so they might have some insight into his relationship. Andy had only been part of their poker group for the last five years, he rarely spoke about his relationships, and Stephen suspected they were few and far between. If the man didn’t want to talk about it, he wasn’t going to pry.
“OK, here’s the flop,” said Curtis, turning over two Aces and a King.
“Wow, nice flop,” Marc said. “Glad I’m out of this hand.” He turned to Stephen. “C’mon, Stephen, tell me what’s going on.”
Stephen sighed. “Russ proposed.” Four men turned to stare at him.
“And?” Curtis asked.
“And I told him I wasn’t sure how I felt about getting married.”
“You’re shitting me. Other than these two—” Phil jerked his head toward Marc and Curtis “—you are the poster boy for gay commitment. You’ve been a miserable jackass since Jeremy’s accident, and the best thing you did was settle down with Russ. How can you not want to spend your life with him?”
“There’s a difference between spending my life with Russ and marrying him. Not that I’m not committed, but I worry about the future. When I’m seventy, he’ll only be fifty. I’ll be heading toward the nursing home, and he’ll still be young and active.” The thought sent a pang through Stephen. He hated the thought of holding Russ back that way, limiting his possibilities in any way.
“Isn’t that his call though?” Curtis said. “He asked you. He’s a smart guy; he knows what he’s getting into.”
Stephen sighed again. The thought didn’t sit well with him, no matter how much he knew Russ loved him. “I know he did, and yes, I am sure he’s considered it, but he is ... more impulsive than I am. I want to be sure he knows what he’s getting into. Marriage is so ... It puts the burden on him to take care of me when I’m too old to take care of myself. The thought of him having to do that ...”
Stephen shook his head as his voice trailed off. It was painful imagining being forced to rely on Russ to care for his most basic needs.
“That’s an awfully superficial view of relationships,” Marc said. “I can’t say it’s a thought I like either, but I would do it for Curtis, and I know he’d do it for me. Otherwise, what’s the point of making a commitment at all if you’re going to bail when things get rough?”
“You and Curtis aren’t married,” Stephen pointed out.
“We’ve talked about it,” Marc said, sitting back in his chair.
“If it’s legalized in Georgia, we’ll probably get hitched,” Curtis added. “We’ve had all the legal protection in place for years, but why the hell shouldn’t we get married once it goes through here? Our relationship should be every bit as valid as that asshole’s.” He jerked a thumb at Phil.
Phil shrugged. “Hey, I won’t deny it. I’m the one ruining the sanctity of marriage, not gay couples.”
Andy snorted. “That’s the truth.”
“I ...” Stephen sighed. “I honestly never considered it for myself. Jeremy and I were nowhere near that point when our relationship ended, and you know there hasn’t been anyone serious until Russ. Why the hell would I have even considered it?” He tapped the edge of his cards on the table. “Honestly, I think this is one of those generational issues. Russ grew up assuming he’d get married—although given the fact his mother walked out on the family, I was a bit taken aback that he proposed. Still, I thought it was a longshot that nationwide marriage equality would happen in my lifetime.”
Marc grimaced. “So, did you tell him no or that you’d think about it?”
“I told him I wanted to talk about it, but he took it as a no.”
“Can’t say that I blame him,” Curtis responded. “I’d be pretty shocked if I proposed to Marc and he didn’t say yes.”
“Yeah, but you two have been together forever,” Phil argued. “That’s different. Stephen’s been with Russ for how long? A year?”
“Says the man who married one of his ex-wives two hours after he met her,” Curtis countered.
“I was in Vegas, and I was drunk.”
“Proving my point exactly. You don’t have much of a leg to stand on when it comes to that argument.”
The conversation around the table devolved into friendly bickering as Stephen checked, worried all three cards in the flop were higher than his Queens. Phil took his time before eventually betting a conservative two thousand.
Stephen guessed Phil had an Ace or at least a King, but he called anyway.
Curtis dealt the “turn” card—it was a Queen, giving Stephen a full house too, Queens over Aces.
Stephen bet five thousand—about a third of his stack, which elicited whistles from Marc and Andy, but Phil frowned thoughtfully and took his time before he called. Curtis dealt the last card, the “river,” and Stephen felt a jolt of surprise but quickly masked his reaction. It was another Queen, giving Stephen four Queens and the best hand. Keeping his reaction as neutral as possible, he checked. Phil took his time, clearly convinced he couldn’t be beaten.
Eventually, Phil said, “I’m all in” as he pushed his entire stack into the middle of the table. Curtis, Marc, and Andy seemed riveted by what was unfolding on the table. Stephen was stunned. He had four Queens, there was no way he could lose, and Phil had gone all in.
He called.
Phil smiled as he turned over his cards. “Read em’ and weep: full house, Aces over Kings.”
He was about to take the pile of chips in the middle of the table when Stephen turned over his cards and gave his friend a wolfish grin. “Sorry, Phil, but I have four Queens.”
Four men uttered various exclamations of disbelief, and Phil scowled at him. “You’re kidding me. How the fuck did I lose?”
“Don’t worry, Phil, you can buy back in,” Curtis said with a snicker. “By the way, you do know that Aces over Kings has another meaning, right?”
“Huh?” Phil said. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Curtis laughed loudly. “Sex, of course. When the dominant partner—the king—let’s his favorite subject—the Ace—top him.”
Phil made a face. “Come on, Andy, deal me some cards. Less gay sex, more poker, please. I need a good hand to recover from Stephen creaming me.”
Andy let out a bark of a laugh, and Mark almost choked on his beer. Once he was done coughing, he grinned at Phil. “I thought you said less gay sex, Phil. Sounds pretty gay to me.”
Phil shot Marc the finger, and Stephen shook his head as Andy shuffled and dealt. Stephen was no closer to a solution than when he arrived, but it had been good to get his worries off his chest. For now, he pushed all thoughts of Russ and the problems they were having aside and focused on the game.
A few hours later, as they left Andy’s place, Curtis pulled him aside. “I’m sorry I don’t have better advice for you about how to fix things with Russ.”
Stephen sighed. “I suppose there isn’t much to say. You’re right; I hurt his pride and took him by surprise. We’re going to have to talk through it, and hopefully, I can repair the damage I did. If the situation were reversed, I’m not sure I’d feel much differently.”
“Think about what Marc said earlier, too. If Russ loves you enough, the idea of taking care of you—if you need it—won’t matter to him.” Stephen nodded. Curtis clapped a hand on Stephen’s shoulder and squeezed. “You’ll work it out, man.”
“I hope so,” Stephen said fervently. He couldn’t imagine his life without Russ in it.



Chapter Eleven
“Ready to head out?”
Stephen looked up from his computer screen and swore. “I didn’t realize what time it was. Give me five minutes.”
Russ glanced at his watch. “Make it quick. Elizabeth said the cab’s on its way.”
“Okay.” Stephen finished the email he was in the midst of writing and saved what he was working on before he logged out and tidied up his desk. He listened to Russ joke around with his assistant as he debated if he should take work with him. He had mountains of it he needed to tackle, so he slipped a few folders into his laptop bag and slung it over his shoulder.
He grabbed the two suitcases he’d stashed in the corner of his office that morning and wheeled them out to where Russ stood by Elizabeth’s desk talking to her about her kids athletic schedules. Russ grabbed his suitcase from Stephen, and Elizabeth paused.
“The cab should be downstairs. Have a good flight, and I’ll see you Monday.”
“Thanks, Elizabeth,” Stephen murmured. “Enjoy your afternoon off.”
She grinned. “If I were a good mother, I would have spent it with the kids, but I have an appointment to have a massage and get my nails done instead.”
Stephen laughed. “Good mothers need time for themselves, too. I hope you’re well rested on Monday.”
“Yes, boss. Now, go. The airport’s going to be a zoo on a Friday afternoon.” She shooed them away, and Stephen was still chuckling as he followed Russ through the hallway to the elevators. They got a few raised eyebrows from their colleagues as they wheeled their suitcases through the office. Peter was standing in front of the bank of elevators.
“Romantic weekend away?” he asked.
Russ shook his head. “My sister’s graduation. We’re flying to Jacksonville.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Peter replied as he followed them into the elevator. “You told me that when you emailed me about it a few weeks ago. Sounds nice. Enjoy the beach!”
Russ grinned. “With all due respect, someone’s been piling projects on me, and I think I’ll be lucky to get my head out of my laptop to see my sister get her diploma, much less make it to the beach.”
Peter chuckled. “As your boss, I order you to get at least a couple hours of sun and relaxation in. Stephen, you make sure your partner listens.”
Stephen snorted as the elevator doors opened, and he stepped out of the elevator and held the door open so Russ could wrestle his luggage through. “I think you underestimate my own pile of work.”
“There’s such a thing as too good of a work ethic!” Peter called out as Russ and Stephen walked toward the street entrance.
The cab was waiting outside as Elizabeth promised, and although Atlanta traffic and the airport were both busy, they made it through airport security in plenty of time.
Russ dropped into a seat near their gate and immediately pulled out his work. “I wasn’t kidding earlier,” he grumbled. “I am swamped right now.”
“Me too,” Stephen admitted. “We should take at least a few hours to enjoy Jacksonville though.”
Russ nodded. “I think the ceremony will be over at noon. Addie has something planned with Joseph and his family for right after. I know we have reservations for later that evening to take Addie, Joseph, and Dad out to dinner that night, but maybe the two of us could do something in between.”
“Sounds good.” Stephen sighed as he pulled out his own laptop. “I do feel bad that we couldn’t make it down there this winter, but with Evan staying with us ...”
“I know, it’s been crazy. Addie seemed to understand though.”
“Good.”
They worked until they boarded the plane and for as much of the one hour flight as they could. They picked up their rental car at the Jacksonville airport and headed directly to the hotel. It was dinnertime by the time they arrived and checked in. They ate at the restaurant in the hotel, worked for a few hours, and fell into bed, exhausted.



Chapter Twelve
The commencement ceremony was long and tedious, and finding Addie in the crowd of excited graduates after, near impossible, but her excitement at seeing them there more than made up for it.
“You made it!” Addie threw her arms around Russ, and he grinned and hugged her back, nodding hello to Joseph.
“Did you think I’d miss it?” 
“No, but I know how busy you’ve been!”
“Not so busy I’d miss my favorite sister’s graduation.” He grinned down at her. “Congrats, by the way! Graduating summa cum laude, that’s impressive. I am so damn proud of you, Addie!”
She grinned up at him. “I had my big brother’s good example to live up to.”
He remembered his little sister as a girl with pigtails and missing teeth. Hard to believe, she was a college graduate now and starting a life of her own.
She was practically glowing as she squeezed him one more time and stepped back to hug their father. “I’m so proud of you, Addie girl,” he said, and Russ smiled. He hadn’t heard that nickname in a long time. It was amazing how far all of their relationships had come in the past year.
“Congratulations to you too, Joseph,” Russ said as he held out a hand to Addie’s boyfriend.
Joseph took it, grinning. “Thanks; it feels good to be done.”
“Any thoughts on where you two might end up?” Russ asked.
Addie glanced over at Joseph. “We both have to take our boards, so we’ll stay in Jacksonville until then, but after, we’re looking into moving. There are a lot of positions open at Atlanta hospitals right now.”
“I would love it if you were closer,” Russ said, and he saw Stephen nod.
“I hate to say hi and run, but my mom expects us to be at her house in half an hour, and traffic is going to be a nightmare,” Joseph said, tone apologetic. “My parents don’t get along under the best of circumstances, and I’m afraid they’ll kill each other if we leave them there for too long. My brother, Shane, can only referee so much.”
“No problem.” Russ gave Addie another hug. “Go celebrate with Joseph’s family, and I’ll catch you guys at dinner. We’re going to enjoy the beach for a few hours.”
“I’m so excited you all came!” Addie hugged their dad again and gave Stephen a hug for good measure. “See you later!”
Russ turned to his father. “Would you like to come to the beach with us?”
Alan shook his head. “Naw, I’m going to relax at the hotel. The drive down here about killed my back, and three hours of sitting didn’t help.”
“Okay. We’ll see you at dinner then?”
“Yup.” Alan nodded at them and disappeared into the crowd.
Stephen frowned. “Is Alan all right?”
“Yeah. His back acts up after sitting for a long time.” Russ moved forward, following the flow of traffic toward the exit.
“That was a particularly long commencement,” Stephen said. “Or maybe I’ve forgotten how long mine was.”
“They’re awful,” Russ agreed. “I am glad I could be here though. Thanks for coming with me.”
“Of course,” Stephen said, sounding surprised. “Did you think I wouldn’t come?”
“I wondered.” Russ thought of the looming question about their future that lingered over them.
Stephen gently grabbed his arm. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere, Russ. We’ll figure this out.”
Russ nodded and let himself get swept up in the crowd as they pushed through the exit doors. He wanted to believe that more than anything.
***
The beach was crowded when they arrived, and the sand was scorching under their feet. It was a sunny, eighty-degree day, and Russ felt the tension in his shoulders ease as the sun beat down on them. Stephen looked obscenely good in his grey and black, square cut swim briefs, and Russ had a difficult time not staring. No matter what they were struggling with in their relationship, it never stopped him from wanting Stephen.
They found a bare patch of sand and threw down towels. Stephen pulled a bottle of sunscreen out of the bag they brought and held it up. “Want me to get your shoulders?”
“Please.” Russ took a seat on one of the towels, and Stephen knelt behind him. Stephen’s hands were strong and the lotion cool as he rubbed the sunscreen into his skin. Russ closed his eyes as Stephen’s thumbs dug into the knots in his shoulders. He groaned quietly.
“You’re tense.”
“Yeah. Work is stressing me out and ...” He wasn’t sure he should continue. He wasn’t trying to start a fight.
“I know.” Stephen continued massaging his shoulders. “I want to talk about this, but now isn’t exactly a great time, is it?”
Russ shook his head. “In the middle of a public beach, no, not really.”
“When we get home then.” Stephen moved away, and Russ opened his eyes. He grabbed the sunscreen and slathered it on the rest of his body and face. He’d like to get a tan, but a few hours lying out the sun this early in the season would fry him.
“Want some?” he asked Stephen, who nodded.
He rubbed sunscreen into Stephen’s shoulders, feeling the strong, firm muscles under his palms. Their fight had taken its toll on their sex life, which was frustrating, if understandable. The problem was, Russ missed the closeness. A kiss here and there and sleeping beside each other every night wasn’t enough. Despite the happy day and opportunity to relax, Russ felt a wave of melancholy wash over him. It was a bit like their first argument over him getting new tires, only there was a lot more at stake now.
When he was done, Russ lay on his stomach and let the heat of the sun bake into him. He took a couple of deep breaths and tried to push away his anxiety about work and where his relationship with Stephen was going. Stephen settled on the towel beside him, and after a moment, his hand touched Russ’. It was a simple brush of skin, but neither of them pulled away, and Russ smiled as he closed his eyes. The sound of people happily enjoying their day on the beach and the sound of the surf lulled him into a drowsy state as his tension seeped away.
***
After the trip to the beach, they returned to the hotel, showered, and changed. When they arrived at the restaurant, Alan was waiting for them. The three of them were escorted to a table, and Addie and Joseph arrived a few minutes later.
“How did the party go?” Russ asked.
Joseph grimaced. “One of these days, my parents are going to drive me to drink.”
“That good, huh?”
Addie took a seat across the table from him. “His parents are really great separately, but together ... Oh my God, they’re horrible!”
Joseph nodded. “She’s not exaggerating. The plan was for it to be a simple family party to celebrate my graduation. We’d have a barbecue, enjoy the nice weather, maybe I’d open a few gifts, and we’d call it good. No, my mom had it catered. There were waiters there. And the worst part was that she handed my dad a bill for his half, so they spent most of the party fighting. I was so glad we had the excuse to leave and come here.”
Russ grimaced. “Not really the way you want to celebrate your graduation, is it?”
“Not at all.”
“I take it that’s why you’re happy to move out of state?” Stephen asked.
Joseph grinned and wrapped an arm around Addie. “Yes. Although Addie’s the reason I’m headed to Atlanta.”
Russ exchanged a look with his father. They’d both worried so much about Addie, but she appeared to have found a great guy. Any reservations Russ had felt about Joseph were long gone.
A waiter arrived and they placed their orders. After, Russ turned to his dad. “I haven’t had much time to talk to you since we’ve been here. How are things going?”
“Real good. There’s a little shop nearby that’s sellin’ some of my stuff, and it’s going good so far. I sold a couple of tables and a cabinet.”
“That’s fantastic.” Russ knew his father had always enjoyed working with his hands, and it was good to hear that he had something to keep him occupied.
“How’s your work goin’?”
Russ sighed. “Overall, good. This current project is stressful, and I’m putting in a lot of hours on it, but hopefully, once that’s over, it’ll be better. It was nice having a day off although I’ll probably do some work once we get back to the hotel tonight.”
Food and drinks arrived, and he got caught up in a conversation with Addie and Joseph about what fields of nursing they were planning to specialize in. When Stephen got involved in a conversation with them about Atlanta and what they were looking for in apartments, Russ turned back to his dad.
“How did it go meeting your mother?” Alan asked quietly.
Russ glanced up to be sure Addie wasn’t paying attention—he hadn’t told her about the meeting yet—and sighed. “It was strange. She wasn’t what I expected.”
“How so?”
“I don’t know, exactly. Just different. She seemed ...” He hesitated, not wanting to badmouth his mother in front of his father, even if they hadn’t been together in over twenty years. “Kind of self-absorbed, I guess. Wrapped up in herself.”
“Well, she hasn’t changed much then.” Alan’s tone was dry. “I loved your mother somethin’ fierce when we first met, but it blinded me to some of her faults. She was beautiful and seemed so alive, so fun, but after you were born, I started to realize that was about all there was. I’m a simple man, and I didn’t need a lot—still don’t—but I wanted to give her everything I could. It was never enough though.”
“You never talked about her much when I was growing up. After she left, I mean.”
Alan nodded. “Didn’t seem fair to badmouth the woman when she wasn’t there to defend herself.”
Russ nodded. “And I appreciate that. I just wasn’t prepared for what she’d be like.”
“I thought about sayin’ somethin’ when you called, but I figured it’d be best to let you make up your own mind.”
“True.” He sighed again. “I don’t know. I have mixed feelings about it. I’m glad I met her, but I guess I learned I don’t need her in my life.”
Alan nodded thoughtfully, and Russ returned his focus to Addie. It was her big day, and he wanted to be sure she got the attention she deserved.



Chapter Thirteen
“I was thinking we could go out for a while this evening,” Stephen said as they left the restaurant. Addie and Joseph had plans with friends, and Alan was headed back to the hotel for a quiet evening in. “Maybe check out Jacksonville’s nightlife for a bit.”
Russ ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Not tonight, Stephen. I have a shitload of work to do right now, and I’m so stressed I can hardly think straight.”
“All the more reason you need a break,” Stephen said quietly as he fished his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the car doors. “Come on, we’re leaving tomorrow. Just spend an hour or so out at a bar with me. We’ll come back to our room, I’ll make you come until you pass out, then we can both get up early and work. I have plenty on my plate as well, but taking a break will do us both some good.”
“I told you no, Stephen,” Russ said as he stopped beside the rental car. “I’m going to go to the hotel and work.”
Stephen gritted his teeth and slid into the driver’s side. He knew if he pushed, this mild disagreement would turn ugly, so he kept his mouth shut despite his instinct to try to fix it. The drive to the hotel was silent except for the sound of the road, and they were halfway across the lobby before either of them spoke. Russ turned toward the elevators, but Stephen didn’t follow. Russ paused and looked at Stephen with a puzzled frown.
“Aren’t you coming up?”
“I don’t want to distract you from work,” Stephen said, the words coming out with more of an edge than he intended. “I’ll stay down here at the bar and have a drink.”
A flicker of worry crossed Russ’ face but he nodded. “I’ll see you up in the room later, then.”
Stephen turned on his heel and headed toward the sports bar in the hotel. It wouldn’t have been his first choice of bars in the city, but it was close, and he could stagger upstairs if he decided drinking himself stupid was the answer to his problems.
He took a seat at the bar, ordered a bourbon, neat, from the bartender, and pulled out his phone. His instinct was to text Jeremy, but as he began to compose a message, a feeling of unease settled over him.
The bartender slid his drink across the polished surface of the bar toward him, and Stephen thanked him absently, his mind elsewhere. It was one thing to build a friendship with his ex, but texting him when he was pissed at Russ was asking for trouble. He deleted what he’d written and put his phone back in his pocket.
He glanced over at the big screen nearby and settled back on the barstool. The Tampa Bay Rays were playing the White Sox, so at least, he could distract himself with baseball. He sipped his drink slowly as he watched, his earlier frustration ebbing away. Unfortunately, it was replaced by the worry that his answer to Russ’ proposal had damaged their relationship more than he realized, and the game did less to distract him than he’d hoped.
Russ was asleep by the time the game was over, and Stephen did his best to move quietly through the hotel room as he stripped out of his clothes and brushed his teeth. Russ stirred as he lifted the covers and slid under them. Typically, when Stephen got in bed after Russ, he turned right to Stephen, and they either made love or fell asleep holding each other. This time, Russ grunted as he flipped onto his side—away from Stephen. Like he resented the interruption of his sleep. Stephen settled on his back and stared up at the dim ceiling, dread churning in his stomach.
He must have dropped off to sleep, though, because at some point, he awoke to the surprising feeling of Russ’ mouth on his cock.
He groaned sleepily—their disagreement temporarily forgotten—and reached to caress Russ’ head. Russ shied away and the reaction was enough to jolt Stephen back to reality. Naked and intimate like they were now, he still felt separated from his partner. Russ loved teasing him in the middle of the night like this, seeing how long he could suck Stephen before he woke. Normally, by the time Stephen awoke, he was right on the edge, fighting to hold back his release, but at the moment, he was too emotionally unsettled to truly enjoy it.
He was afraid if he pushed Russ away, it would damage their relationship further though, so he coaxed Russ to lie beside him. Craving the closeness they’d had before their fight, he leaned in to kiss Russ, but Russ turned away, flipping over onto his other side. He passed a bottle of lube back to Stephen, who had a vague thought that Russ must have planned this.
“Fuck me,” Russ said quietly, but there was no heat to his words, no need, just the same quiet resignation that had been there since Stephen rejected his proposal. With a shock, Stephen realized they hadn’t been intimate since then.
Stephen pressed closer, kissing Russ’ shoulder in apology, but he shrugged off the affectionate gesture. Stephen hesitated a long moment before he flipped open the cap of the bottle, wondering if he was making a mistake. There was no doubt Russ was willing, had asked him for it, but it was the first time sex had felt cold between them. The first time they fucked had been filled with heat and desperation, off-the-charts lust like Stephen had never encountered before. And after, as the feelings between them deepened, lust and love began to mingle. They’d had slow, lazy, early morning sex. Intense sex, where Stephen felt the kind of connection he’d dreamed about but never experienced before. Rough sex that rattled the bedframe and knocked over a lamp. But always, no matter what, there had been emotion behind it. And now, it was as if he was in bed with a stranger.
He paused, the prickle of unease in the back of his mind growing. If he went through with it, he’d feel every bit as dirty and lonely as he had years before when he’d fucked nameless guys in clubs. With the man who was supposed to be his partner and where there was supposed to be love, it shouldn’t feel that way. Sex shouldn’t make him feel like no matter how many showers he took, he wouldn’t get clean. He snapped the cap closed on the lube and tossed it on the nightstand. “No, Russ.”
Russ pulled away, and Stephen reached for the lamp, switching it on.
“You don’t want me?” Russ asked hoarsely. He looked grim as he sat up, pulling the sheet around him as he drew his knees up to his chest.
Stephen sighed heavily. “I want you, but not like this. Not when we’re fighting. It’s been years since I’ve had emotionless sex, and I can’t say I’ve missed it. I certainly don’t want to have it with you. We both deserve better.”
He stood and walked into the bathroom without another word. He felt relieved when Russ didn’t follow him.
***
In the early hours of the morning, long before the alarm was set to go off, Stephen awoke to soft lips on the back of his neck and warm hands caressing his body. Eyes still closed and half-asleep, he moaned and pressed closer to the hard, male body curved around his. It felt right in a way he couldn’t begin to explain. For a few moments, there was nothing in his world but warm, sure touches and the familiar scent of his lover.
“I’m sorry,” Russ murmured in his ear, and Stephen blinked awake, stiffening as he remembered the night before.
Stephen rolled over, squinting at Russ in the dim light. He was pissed at Russ, but at himself too. He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry too.”
Russ, propped on one elbow, lightly ran his fingertips across Stephen’s chest. “I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. I ... I wanted to be close to you. This week has been awful. I know you’re lying here beside me every night but I miss you. I thought maybe sex would help.”
“I know.” Stephen grasped his hand and took a deep breath. “Look, Russ, we need to talk.”
“I know we do. I’ve been acting—for lack of a better word—childish lately. Hearing you say no—”
“But I didn’t say no, Russ” —Stephen cut him off— “I said we need to discuss it, and you shut me out and ignored me. I understand you need some space when we fight, and that’s fine. Hell, I know how rejected you must have felt when I didn’t immediately say yes, and I probably would have felt the same way in your shoes, but last night ... I’m not doing that. In the years between Jeremy and you, I had my share of casual relationships where sex was about getting off, not getting closer to someone, but I won’t do that. Not with you.”
“I don’t want impersonal sex with you either. That wasn’t my goal last night, I swear. I wanted to be close to you, but I went about it the wrong way.” Russ brushed his thumb against Stephen’s lower lip. “Forgive me?”
“Of course.” It was as much his fault as it was Russ’. “I should have said something sooner last night. I wish I’d handled all of this better.”
“When we fuck up, we fuck up big, don’t we?” Stephen could hear a hint of a smile in Russ’ voice.
“I don’t know, neither of us left, and we didn’t do anything to irrevocably damage the relationship. It could have been worse,” Stephen pointed out.
“Yeah, true.” Russ’ tone turned thoughtful. “I’m not trying to avoid talking to you about the whole ... marriage thing, but why don’t we set the issue aside for a couple more weeks? Give ourselves a little time to get back to normal before we talk about the future. Besides, I don’t want to ruin Addie’s weekend. I already have to talk to her about meeting our mother and ...” Russ let out a heavy sigh.
Stephen hesitated for a moment then nodded, realizing exactly how overwhelmed Russ must be feeling right now. Between the indecision about their future together, work, and knowing he had to tell Addie about Cyndi ... “Just for a short while,” he agreed. “Because I do want to discuss our future, Russ. I’ll take some time to get my thoughts about marriage figured out, then we’ll talk once work eases up for you, okay?”
“Sounds good.” For the first time, the smile Russ gave him reached his eyes, and Stephen felt the cold, hard knot of anxiety in his stomach begin to loosen.
Russ leaned in to kiss Stephen, a gentle brush of his mouth that said as much as his words did. Stephen curled a hand around the back of his neck and deepened the kiss, needing to reassure himself that, at least for now, they’d found a way to reach an equilibrium again, however fragile it might be. Maybe Russ had a point they shouldn’t rock that yet.
A little more time, then they’d discuss what they wanted for their future.



Chapter Fourteen
Stephen had fallen asleep almost immediately after their discussion, but Russ lay there wide-awake for a while. He felt somewhat better, but the anxiety wasn’t completely gone. Between that and his stress over work, he couldn’t seem to fall back to sleep. They were supposed to meet Addie and Joseph at the restaurant in the hotel for breakfast in a couple hours, but after checking the clock for the umpteenth time, he got out of bed, dressed, and booted up his laptop.
Russ was immersed in work when Stephen awoke. He smiled distractedly at Stephen and shook his head when Stephen invited him to come down to the hotel’s fitness center for a workout. He felt guilty for ignoring Stephen after their talk the night before, but Russ still had a mile-long list of things he needed to get done. He was still hard at work when Stephen returned and asked him if he wanted to grab a shower together. “I have to finish this,” he said apologetically. Stephen frowned but nodded and disappeared into the bathroom.
Breakfast went well although there was an undercurrent of tension between him and Stephen that hadn’t been there the day prior. He didn’t realize anyone had picked up on it though until midway through breakfast when his father leaned in to ask quietly, “Everythin’ all right between you and Stephen?”
“What do you mean?”
“Somethin’ seems different between you.”
Russ hesitated, surprised his father had noticed. “We ... had a disagreement about something, and we’re still working it. We’ll figure it out though.”
“Good. Take it from me, son, don’t stew over it or let it get worse. Deal with it and move forward.”
He sighed heavily. “I’m working on it.”
But his dad’s words lingered, and he wondered if he was he doing everything he could to fix the relationship? Or was he hoping it would all blow over?
After they were done eating, they sat out on the hotel’s patio talking and enjoying the warm breezes. He and Stephen had a while before they needed to leave for the airport, and Russ was trying to figure out how he should tell Addie about his meeting with their mother. Deciding it would be better if they spoke in private, he leaned in. “Addie, can we go for a walk?” he asked. “Just the two of us.”
Addie gave him a quizzical look. “Sure. Is something wrong?”
“No, I just have something I want to talk to you about.” He stood and looked down at Stephen, resting a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll text you when we’re back, okay?”
Stephen nodded and covered Russ’ hand with his own. When he glanced up, his expression was soft but worried, and Russ wasn’t sure if it was because he was concerned about the way Russ’ conversation with Addie would go or their own relationship. He squeezed Stephen’s shoulder to reassure him.
Addie hooked her arm in his as they wandered down the river. That section of the river walk was crowded, and they walked for a while in silence until the crowds thinned out, and Addie looked like she was about to burst.
Russ swallowed hard and spoke. “So, I tracked down Mom.”
Addie’s eyes widened as she stopped in her tracks. “Our mom?”
Despite his worry, he laughed. “Who else’s?”
Addie shrugged. “I dunno. I ... Wow. I don’t know what to say. That’s ... What made you decide to find her?”
He sighed and leaned against the railing, staring out over the river, as Addie rested her temple against his shoulder. “Stephen had to deal with some stuff from his past, and I’ve had a lot of questions about why she left, so I thought maybe it was time I asked.”
“How did you find her?”
“Hired a private investigator. Turns out, she wasn’t hard to find. She never left Georgia. She remarried a couple of times, and she’s been living in Marietta with her latest husband for a few years.”
“That’s kinda crazy.”
“I know. She was half an hour away from me, and I had no idea.”
Addie was silent for a moment. “What’s she like?” He hesitated, and she poked him in the ribs with her elbow. “I want the truth, Russell Alan Bishop!”
“To be honest, I didn’t like her much.” It was a weird thing to admit about his own mother, but she hadn’t exactly impressed him. “She was kind of ... shallow, self-absorbed. And she seems pretty sure leaving was the right choice. After meeting her, I’m not sure I disagree but ...”
As Russ described his meeting with their mother, Addie’s scowl deepened. By the time he finished, she looked downright pissed. “You said she’s been married a couple of times. Do we have half-siblings?”
Addie’s arm was still tucked in his, and he squeezed, pulling her closer. “No. It’s just us.” She looked away—out over the river—not speaking for a long while. Eventually, he heard her sniffle, and when she turned, he could see she was crying.
He frowned. “What’s wrong, Addie?”
“I would have been so pissed if she had other kids. Ones she didn’t abandon.”
She let out a sob, and he turned and pulled her in for a hug as she cried against his shoulder for a few minutes. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything,” he said, hating that it had upset her so much.
She stepped back, wiping away her tears. “No, I’m glad you did. I’ve been pissed at her this whole time, and now, I’m glad to know she deserves it. She left us, Russ. Walked away from us because she didn’t want to be a mom anymore. Who does that?”
Russ shrugged, helpless, because he didn’t have the answers either. “For what it’s worth, she asked me to tell you she’s sorry. I can give you her number if you want to call her.”
Addie shook her head. “Fuck that. Fuck her. I have you and Stephen, Dad, Joseph and his family. I don’t need her in my life.”
He pulled his sister in for another hug, his heart breaking. He had a feeling she’d probably want to confront their mother herself at some point, but clearly, this wasn’t the time. He wasn’t going to push it. He’d help her if and when she was ready.
Sniffling, she pulled herself together again, and they walked back to the hotel, his arm draped over her shoulder. Despite his worry for her, and for his own relationship, a small part of him was thrilled at the way she so readily included Stephen in her list of family. If only he was as sure about where his future with Stephen was headed.



Chapter Fifteen
Stephen handed Russ a towel then wiped his own sweaty face with a second one. “I think you killed me today,” he admitted.
Russ grinned. “I’m pretty exhausted too.”
“Sure, nice of you to try to make the old man feel better,” Stephen grumbled teasingly as they left the fitness center and walked toward the elevators.
“I do what I can,” Russ said with a grin, and Stephen grinned back.
Things weren’t quite back to normal, but the tension between them had eased a little. It had been almost a week since they returned from Jacksonville, and Russ had been working himself to the bone. This workout was the first time they’d spent any time together that was more substantial than the drive to and from work. Hopefully, he could convince Russ to relax a little this evening, which reminded him of the surprise he had planned. “Peter gave me tickets to the Braves game tonight. They’re playing Cincinnati.”
Russ sighed and wiped the sweat on his forehead again. “I don’t think I can. I have a full day of work ahead of me. I was planning to go into the office today.”
Stephen frowned. “The game’s not until 7 o’clock. You don’t think you’ll be done by then?”
“I don’t know. I don’t want to promise I can go and risk you missing it because of me. Why don’t you take Peter?”
“Peter’s the one who gave me the tickets,” Stephen pointed out. “He was going to use them but he had something come up with the family of the woman he’s dating.”
Russ frowned as they got off the elevator on the fifth floor. “Oh. What about one of the guys you play poker with?”
“Maybe, although Phil hates baseball, and I feel odd inviting Marc or Curtis without having a ticket for both of them. Maybe I should skip it.”
“No,” Russ protested. “You should go.”
Stephen mulled it over for a minute. “I suppose I could call Jeremy. He called me a few weeks ago when I was at the airport on my way back from Denver to see if I wanted to get together for lunch.”
Russ’ jaw tightened, but he nodded. “Sure, makes sense.”
“You okay with it?” Stephen asked, unlocking the door of the apartment and holding it open for Russ.
“Yeah.” Russ shrugged. “Still getting used to the idea of you being friends with your ex, I guess.”
Stephen paused inside the entrance to their apartment, turning to face Russ. “Hey, you’ll tell me if you have a problem with it, right?”
“I’ll tell you,” Russ said, but Stephen wasn’t entirely convinced.
***
Russ was passed out on the couch when Stephen got home from the game. There was a half-eaten plate of food on the end table, and his laptop was open, resting on his thighs. His left hand dragged on the floor, and his neck was turned to the right at an awkward angle. Stephen winced at the uncomfortable position and gently lifted the MacBook off Russ’ thighs. Russ jerked, flailing to grab the laptop.
“Shh,” Stephen soothed him. “I’ve got the laptop. I didn’t mean to wake you. I just wanted to make you more comfortable. Go back to sleep.”
Russ blinked and rubbed his hands over his face. “It’s fine. I didn’t realize I fell asleep.” He cleared his throat. “How was the game?”
“We won 4-1. Good game.”
“How’s Jeremy?” Russ sat up, and Stephen took a seat beside him.
“He’s fine.” Stephen frowned. “How are you?”
“Exhausted.”
“Did you get as much work done as you’d hoped?”
“No, not really.” Russ ran a hand through his hair. “I mean, I got a lot done, but compared to what I have left to do ...”
“I’m sorry.”
Russ sighed. “Yeah, I am too. I wish I’d been able to go to the game with you.”
“Me too.”
Yawning, Russ stood and stretched. “I want to work more, but I don’t think I’d be very productive. I’m going to go crash. I may be gone by the time you get up tomorrow. I’m going to go into the office again.”
Stephen frowned. “Will you at least be home so we can spend some time together in the evening?”
Russ sighed as he walked over. “I’ll try.” With a quick kiss, he disappeared into the bedroom, pulling the door shut behind him. For a long moment, Stephen stared after him, trying to figure out if Russ was working so much because he legitimately had too much work on his plate, or because he was doing the same thing he’d done before—work long hours to avoid the problems they were having.
***
Stephen was no closer to an answer by the time the following weekend rolled around. Russ certainly was working his ass off, and the rest of his team seemed to be doing the same. As tempted as Stephen was to ask Peter about it, he didn’t like the idea of using his friendship with Russ’ supervisor to check up on him. So he bit his tongue when Russ suggested they drive separately and he came home later and later every evening.
When Jeremy asked Stephen if he wanted to grab lunch on Sunday afternoon, he agreed. Not because he’d rather spend time with his ex than his current partner, but because if he sat at home stewing about the issue any longer, he was going to drive himself crazy. Russ grunted at him on his way out the door Sunday morning when Stephen mentioned he’d be meeting Jeremy for lunch. He had a difficult time not slamming the door shut behind him as he left, just to get Russ’ attention.
“Still live in the apartment we were in together?” Jeremy asked when they were sitting out on the patio of a Midtown restaurant later that day.
Stephen shook his head. “No, I bought a condo a few years after. I was looking to invest, and there were a few too many memories of you in the old place.”
“Where was the place we lived?” Jeremy asked. “Third and Peachtree?”
“Third and Juniper.”
“That’s right.” Jeremy grinned. “God, I felt like I’d landed in the lap of luxury when I moved in with you.” He took a huge bite of his burger.
“It was a nice place,” Stephen agreed. “And a massive step up from the place I lived in before. I’m not far from there now. Fifth and Peachtree.”
“Nice.” Jeremy nodded. “I’m off Peachtree too, but up in Buckhead. I’ve been there since I was released from rehab.”
“I don’t think our old building is still there anymore,” Stephen said. “They did some renovation in that area, and I think it got torn down.”
“Yeah, Buckhead is like that too. I swear there’s new development all the time.”
Stephen’s grin was wry. “Yes, it’s a far cry from the days I used to frequent the clubs there. It’s all upscale development now.”
“That was what, a few million years ago?” Jeremy teased. “I mean, when you were out in clubs picking up guys, dinosaurs roamed the earth, old man.”
Grinning, Stephen joked, “Yeah, I used to take them to the clubs instead of a taxi.”
Jeremy’s bark of laughter made him feel good. “Well played, Stephen. Well played.” He took a sip of his Coke. “I think all of the action is in Midtown these days.”
“It has been for quite a while. Then again, it’s been thirty years since I was sneaking into gay clubs looking for anonymous sex.”
“Do you remember the time we went to a club in Midtown and nearly brought a guy home with us?” Jeremy asked.
Stephen laughed. He hadn’t thought about that in years. “I do. God, he was persistent wasn’t he?”
“Did you ever seriously consider it?” Jeremy asked. “It was hard to tell if you were interested.”
“I’ve never shared well,” Stephen admitted. “But I think I was considering it up until he called me ‘Daddy.’”
“Yes, I remember how well that went over.” Jeremy snickered. “I take it you don’t have Russ call you that then?”
Stephen shuddered. “No. Still not my kink. It’s gotten worse over the years too.”
“Well, you do have the silver fox thing going on. You’ve only gotten better with age, Stephen.”
Stephen gave him a half-smile. “Thank you. I have to say the same for you.”
“Even with the scar?”
Stephen shrugged. “I had forgotten about it until you mentioned it, to be honest.”
Jeremy made a vague noise but didn’t respond otherwise. Stephen let it slide when Jeremy changed the subject. “So you and Russ are happy together?”
Stephen sat back in his chair, unable to stop the grin that crept across his face, despite the current worries about his relationship. “We are, yeah. He’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” He caught a glimpse of Jeremy’s wince. “I’m sorry. That was tactless.”
“Hey, if that’s how you feel ...” Jeremy shrugged. “I am happy for you, Stephen. You deserve the kind of guy you can sail off into the sunset with.”
“He proposed last month.” The words were out before he could stop them, and he realized maybe that’s what he’d been working up to saying since the conversation started. A part of him wanted to hear Jeremy’s response.
“That’s great. Congratulations.” Jeremy sounded sincere.
“Well, I didn’t actually say yes,” Stephen admitted.
Jeremy’s jaw dropped and he blinked at Stephen. “You have to be kidding me. You of all people have cold feet about getting married?”
“Not exactly. And I didn’t say no, but I ... I never considered the possibility I would be married. It’s taking some time to adjust to the idea.”
Jeremy scowled. “I see you haven’t let go of the internalized homophobia, Stephen.” Stephen winced. It was an old, familiar argument between them. “You still don’t think you deserve the same kind of happiness straight people have.”
Stephen thought about dancing with Russ at the holiday party at work and that he’d stopped looking over his shoulder every time he touched him when they were out in public. “I’ve been working on it,” he admitted. “I would have thought marriage was too heteronormative for you.”
“Well, you know how I feel about the idea of relationships in general.” A frown flickered across his face then was gone. “But this isn’t about me. You’re the one who turned down the pretty boy who asked you to marry him. What is wrong with you, Stephen?”
Stephen winced. “Even if we got married in another state, Georgia won’t recognize it. We have talked about meeting with a lawyer to set up a will, power of attorney, and advanced directive though.”
Jeremy scoffed. “Come on, marriage equality will happen, Stephen, even in Georgia. Besides, there’s something to be said for making a commitment that’s more symbolic than going to an attorney’s office to sign some paperwork.”
Stephen rubbed a hand over his face as he contemplated Jeremy’s words. “I don’t know how I feel about you being the more mature one in this conversation,” he groused. “But you have a valid point. That’s not the only issue though.”
Rolling his eyes, Jeremy gestured for Stephen to continue. “Well, lay it on me so I can shoot that down too.”
Stephen leaned in. “There’s almost a twenty-year age difference, Jeremy. I don’t like the thought of Russ being forced to take care of me when I’m old and infirm.”
Jeremy scowled. “Was it just lip-service when you said you would have taken care of me after my accident?”
“Of course not!” Stephen protested.
“And you’d do the same for Russ?”
“You know I would.” Stephen crossed his arms, scowling at Jeremy.
“Then why in the hell would you think the man who loves you and asked you to marry him would feel any differently?”
Stephen sighed, Jeremy’s words hitting him harder than he expected. He swallowed, gathering his thoughts. “It’s not about what he would be willing to do for me; it’s about what I’m willing to let him do for me.”
“Get over yourself, Stephen.” Jeremy snorted. “You have no idea what the hell is going to happen in the next thirty, forty years. Look at what happened to me. Who could have predicted that? Yeah, maybe you’ll be old and decrepit long before Russ, but maybe—God forbid—something will happen to Russ. You have no way of knowing. Marriage is ... promising to be there to face the future together, whatever happens.”
Taken aback by the statement, it took him a moment to respond. “I never pictured you as such a romantic, Jeremy.”
“Like I said, things change.” Jeremy laughed but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Besides, it’s a lot easier to talk about it when I’m not one of the grooms in question.”
Stephen chuckled. “It is something Russ and I need to discuss, but I think we’re both hesitating to bring it up. Neither of us wants to rock the boat right now. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the idea that it will be legal here at some point. Maybe you’re right about the fact that I have some internalized homophobia, but I honestly never thought it would be an option for me.”
“You mean you wouldn’t have proposed to me if the accident hadn’t happened?” Jeremy’s tone was teasing.
Stephen smiled and shook his head. “Even if I’d wanted to, you would have run as far and as fast as you could in the other direction.”
“True.” Jeremy’s expression grew serious, and he let out a heavy sigh as he looked away. “I—I have something I’ve been wanting to tell you, Stephen.”
Concerned by the worry in Jeremy’s voice, Stephen leaned forward. “Of course.”
“Part of the reason I feel so horrible about you blaming yourself for my accident is because I had one foot out the door at the time.”
Stephen frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“I was struggling with our relationship. We were fighting a lot, and I wanted out. There was this guy ... we ...” his voice trailed off.
Wincing, Stephen reached for his drink. Even fifteen years later, it stung. “You mean you ...” he couldn’t quite say the words.
“No! No, I didn’t actually cheat, but I thought about it. A part of me wanted to.”
Stephen let out a relieved laugh. “Jesus, Jeremy, I thought you were going to confess you’d been fucking someone else during the whole relationship.”
“No, but I came close the night of the accident. One of the guys in the study group and I had been flirting pretty heavily. He was more than interested. I wasn’t in love with him or anything, but I did want to fuck him. I almost went home with him. I backed out at the last minute, but if I hadn’t had the wreck that night ... I don’t know what would have happened the next day or the next week.”
With a sigh, Stephen shook his head. “There are a lot of things that might have happened. Look, Jeremy, I can’t say what would have happened if you hadn’t crashed that night. Maybe you would have cheated. But it’s possible you would have broken things off with me before anything happened with this guy. We’ll never know.”
“No, I suppose not. Maybe it was stupid of me to bring it up.” Jeremy slumped back in his chair.
“I’m glad you did,” Stephen said slowly. “I think we both need this closure. I know our relationship was in a bad place when your accident happened.”
“That’s why I wouldn’t let you pay to fix my brakes. Between wanting to leave you and my interest in that guy, I felt so guilty, and I couldn’t let you pay. I never wanted to be dependent on you, Stephen.”
He swallowed hard. “I know you didn’t. But choosing to move in with me is what prompted your parents to stop paying for school for you. You wound up dependent on me because you chose to be in a relationship with me. All I wanted to do was help you out.”
“I know, but I resented it. Which was—in hindsight—stupid and immature. But it’s not like that was the only problem in the relationship.”
“True.”
Jeremy dragged a hand through his hair. “Christ, Stephen, things were complicated, weren’t they?”
“Yeah, they were.” He gave Jeremy a long, steady look. “But I loved you, and I think you loved me too.”
“I did. I was a stupid kid who didn’t recognize what an amazing guy I had, and I was too immature to not fuck it up, but I did love you.”
“We’ll never know what might have happened if you hadn’t crashed, and there’s no point in speculating on it. So what if we agree to let the past go and move forward?”
“What a radical concept,” Jeremy said with a snort. “Think you’re up to letting go of the guilt?”
“I’m going to try.”
Jeremy smiled. “Me too.”



Chapter Sixteen
When Stephen got home, he seemed different than he had been lately. Softer somehow, more relaxed.
“How was lunch?” Russ asked, pushing down the twinge of jealousy. Irritated with himself for spending a gorgeous day at the office instead of with the man he loved, he’d come home early and was annoyed to realize Stephen was out. His annoyance doubled when he remembered Stephen had told him he was going out. And whom he was planning to spend the day with.
“Great.” A small smile played at the corner of his lips.
Russ gritted his teeth together. “I’m glad. How’s Jeremy?”
A flicker of concern crossed Stephen’s face. “Fine. We had a good discussion about what was going on in our relationship before his accident.”
“So glad to hear it.” Russ could hear the irritation in his own voice, but it didn’t stop the words coming out of his mouth. “I’m thrilled you were out talking about the past with your ex when I made a huge effort to come home to spend time with you.”
Stephen scowled. “Was I supposed to guess you were going to be home? Because this is the first time you’ve made any effort to spend time with me in weeks.”
“Well, maybe I’m getting a little tired of it being the Jeremy Show all the damn time. I know you needed to work some things out, but lately, I’m starting to feel like you’d rather spend time with him than me!” he snarled.
“What happened to telling me if you had a problem with it, Russ?”
“Well, I’m telling you now. I have a problem with you spending so damn much time with your ex.”
“Are you jealous of Jeremy?” Stephen asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Of course, I’m jealous,” Russ shouted, his anxiety and stress boiling over as he spewed out the insecurities that had been building since Stephen reunited with Jeremy. “You told me yourself you were in love with him. If his family hadn’t kept Jeremy from you, for all I know, you’d still be together.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Stephen held up his palms. “That’s a big leap, Russ. Yes, I loved Jeremy, and I would have done everything possible to make him well after the accident. But assuming we would still be together is an enormous stretch.”
“Are you telling me you would have ended things?”
“Truthfully, I believe he would have ended it. Even before the conversation we had today, I knew at the time, he wasn’t happy, and we were arguing a lot. Today, he told me that before the accident, he met someone else and had been thinking about cheating on me. Does that sound like a relationship that would have lasted?”
“No,” Russ admitted, some of the anger leaching out of him.
“Maybe he would have cheated, maybe he wouldn’t have, but he wasn’t ready for the kind of relationship I wanted at the time.”
“And now? Does he want you now?”
Stephen hesitated, and Russ held his breath, afraid of what the answer would be. “No, I don’t believe so.”
Russ wet his lips. “What about you? Is there a part of you that still wants him?”
“No.” This time, Stephen’s reaction was immediate, and Russ felt an overwhelming sense of relief wash over him. “I won’t deny that I still care about him on some level, but you’re the one I want to be with, not Jeremy.”
Russ swallowed the hurt and anger that had been building up inside of him for months. “How in the hell am I supposed to be sure of anything, Stephen? I—I put myself out there, asked you to marry me, and you turned me down. How am I supposed to trust that you want a future with me?”
Stephen looked stricken. “Oh, Russ ... I never meant for you to doubt that.”
“How can I not? I asked for the kind of commitment I thought you wanted, and you said it wasn’t something you’d consider.” The raw hurt in his voice took them both by surprise. Russ could see it on Stephen’s face, and Stephen took a step forward until they were close enough to touch.
“First of all, I never said that I wouldn’t consider it, merely that I needed time to consider it. But most importantly, listen to what I have to say now: I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Not with Jeremy or any other man on the planet. You.”
“But marriage is out of the question? I don’t understand it, Stephen.”
Stephen sighed and reached out, grasping the back of Russ’ head in one hand. “I want you to listen to me before you react, okay?”
Warily, Russ nodded. “Okay.”
“I was talking to Jeremy about marriage today.”
Russ bit back the snarl that threatened to escape and took a deep breath. “And?”
“And—for what it’s worth—he thinks I’m an idiot for not saying yes to you as well.”
“Oh, good. Well, if Jeremy agrees, does that mean you’re going to change your mind?” Russ snapped.
“Listen, Russ. I know you’re angry and jealous, and I’m not dismissing your feelings, but please, let me explain.” Russ sighed and nodded again. “Jeremy’s opinion of our relationship holds no weight with me. But his opinion on how I’m reacting does. He knows me pretty damn well, and he did a great job cutting through my bullshit.”
“Okay.” Russ wasn’t sure he liked the idea of Stephen getting relationship advice from his ex-boyfriend, but he kept his mouth shut.
“I have some issues I need to deal with.” Stephen sighed, letting go of Russ and stepping back a little. “I—I am having a difficult time with our age difference. The thought of you being forced to care for me when I’m old and you’re still this young, vital man ... it’s painful, Russ. I don’t want to limit your future, make you give up on living a full life because I’m too old to keep up.”
The words made Russ see red. “Do you really think I’m that shallow, Stephen? That I wouldn’t love you no matter what happens? Maybe something will happen to me first. You of all people should know that there are no guarantees just because of age. Look at what happened to Jeremy.” Stephen winced, and Russ knew it was a low blow, but he didn’t regret it. Not if it would make Stephen see he was being ridiculous. “Wouldn’t you take care of me if I were sick or injured? I don’t believe for a minute you’d walk out on me if that happened, so why in the hell do you think I’d feel any different?” Russ’ tone was raw with hurt, but he didn’t try to hide it.
“I don’t, Russ. I know you would do the same for me, but there’s a certain amount of guilt I feel at the idea that I could be holding you back from what you want.”
“What I want is you, Stephen. Today, tomorrow, and in the future—no matter what happens to either of us.”
“I needed to hear that from you, Russ,” Stephen said softly. “It’s something I’ll need to deal with but ... there’s more.”
“Okay,” Russ replied warily.
“Jeremy called me out on something else, and he’s right. I have internalized homophobia. On some level, I convinced myself I didn’t deserve as much as a straight man. I expected less, convinced myself it was as good to draw up some legal paperwork as it was to stand in front of you and all our family and friends and tell you I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you. But there is a difference, isn’t there?”
Russ nodded. “There is to me,” he answered, his voice coming out thick.
“Tell me why.”
“Because you’re mine,” he whispered roughly, looking Stephen in the eye. He loved him with every tiny particle in his body, and he wanted Stephen to know that. “I love you, and you’re mine. Maybe I’m a selfish, jealous asshole, but I don’t want anyone to doubt that you’re taken for even a second. Being your boyfriend ... your partner ... that doesn’t have the same weight as being your husband. I want the world to know you are the person I want to be with until I draw my last breath.”
Stephen’s laugh came out shaky. “Well, when you put it that way ... How can I not want marriage too, Russ?”
“I don’t know. Do you?”
Stephen nodded, and happiness rose inside Russ so fast he felt dizzy. “Yes, Russ. I want to marry you. I want to stand in front of our friends and family and tell them you’re the man I spent forty-seven years looking for, and I’ll spend another forty-seven loving—life and health willing.”
The effervescent joy rushed through Russ, almost more than he could stand. “Oh, God, I love you, Stephen.” He grabbed the front of Stephen’s shirt in both hands, yanking their bodies together. He kissed him with all the fervor of the pent up jealousy and frustration he’d felt, but it was tempered by love. The feeling was dizzying, making his hands shake as he ripped at Stephen’s shirt, sending a button pinging onto the floor as he struggled to get them unfastened. Stephen was no more controlled, yanking Russ’ shirt up and over his head, muttering with frustration when it caught on his chin. Belt, jeans, socks ... they all seemed too much because they were standing in the way of what they both wanted.
“I love you too.” Stephen caught Russ’ face in his hands and kissed him hard, making his lower lip sting. “How could I have been so stupid?”
He didn’t answer. They could discuss it all later. After.
Russ was naked, but Stephen was still mostly dressed, so he fumbled with the remaining buttons, yanking impatiently. He probably should care that he was destroying an expensive shirt, but at the moment, he couldn’t think of anything but getting closer to his partner. No, fiancé. His gaze met Stephen’s, and the look in his eyes was every bit as wild and desperate as Russ felt. He wanted to say something, tell him how much this meant but, “Stephen,” was all he managed, desire strangling his voice.
They worked together, and once the last button was undone, Stephen ripped the shirt off and threw it on the floor.
“Bed,” Russ said, not sure if he was demanding or begging, and saw Stephen reach for his belt buckle. Stephen stripped as they walked from the living room into the bedroom and was naked by the time he reached the bedroom. Russ groaned as Stephen knelt on the bed, stretching to reach the lube in the nightstand, the hard lines of his back and ass tempting him to touch.
Russ stepped closer, needing to feel Stephen’s skin under his hands. Stephen groaned as Russ ran his hands across his ass, feeling the firm muscles and soft skin. He moved down, feeling the tickle of hair on his thighs. Stephen’s head dropped as Russ continued to explore, feeling the soft, heavy weight of Stephen’s balls in his hand. He felt desperate, wanting everything at once, his head spinning with need. He pressed forward, his cock rubbing against the back of Stephen’s thigh. He used his thumb to stroke the skin above his balls, his thumb edging closer to Stephen’s hole.
Russ never initiated topping, let Stephen ask for it on the rare occasions he did want it, but today, Russ needed it, needed to drive in and feel Stephen clench around him. His words came out on a strangled groan. “I want to be inside you.”
Stephen shifted forward, flipping onto his back, and wordlessly handed Russ the lube. He slicked himself, groaning at the slippery touch of his hand on his cock and put one knee on the bed, leaning forward to kiss Stephen. He knew on some level, he was doing this because he wanted to stake his claim, because he had been jealous of Jeremy, because Stephen was his, goddamn it.
His tongue speared into Stephen’s mouth as he used one hand to prep him, teasing him, opening him up, distracting him from the sting Russ knew he must be feeling. They kissed messily, hungrily, and when Russ aligned his cock and pushed in, they groaned against each other’s mouths. Stephen was so tight it forced Russ to clench his teeth and take a deep breath before he could move, afraid he’d spill before he could get all the way in. He worked himself inside slowly, feeling Stephen’s ragged breathing against his lips, wanting to thrust, to fuck, to claim him on every level. But he wanted Stephen to enjoy it, to feel the pleasure he always gave Russ, and Russ forced himself to ease in, rocking gently to breach the tight clench of Stephen’s body.
When he was all the way inside, he paused and took a deep breath, letting the urgency ebb away. The earlier desperation still simmered under the surface but it had eased enough for him to savor this moment. The man he was inside of had agreed to marry him. He kissed Stephen more thoroughly, feeling the strong thud of his heartbeat in his chest. “Fuck, I love you,” Russ whispered. The stomach-clenching fear he’d felt since he first proposed was gone, swept away by the answer of “yes” and the reassurance that he wasn’t going anywhere.
Stephen shuddered under him, and his eyes were so blue, so intense as he gripped Russ’ hips, seating him as deep as he could go. “I love you too, Russ. So goddamn much.”
Russ gave Stephen one, last deep kiss and straightened, gripping Stephen’s thighs as he slowly began to move with a shallow rocking motion. The sight of the man lying on the bed took his breath away. There was such strength, such control in those hard lines of his body, and it awed Russ that Stephen trusted him so much.
His slow thrusts grew faster, deeper, as Stephen’s fingers bit into his skin, urging him to move. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the vice-like grip around his cock and the heat that began to build in his groin. His fingers gripped the front of Stephen’s thighs as his strokes grew longer and harder.
Sweat gathered on Russ’ forehead and across his chest and back as he wavered between wanting to come and making it last. He wanted to go on like this for hours, but he’d be lucky if he lasted another minute. Stephen threw his head back, jaw tensing, and throat muscles corded and tight as he shuddered. Not coming yet but clearly getting close.
“Russ,” he said with a gasp. The harsh sound of their breathing and the slap of their sweaty bodies was the only other sound in the room. Stephen groaned again, clenching around him, and the thin thread of Russ’ control snapped. He let go of Stephen’s thighs and leaned forward, propping himself up on one arm as he reached between their bodies for Stephen’s cock.
“No,” Stephen grunted. “I want you to come first.”
Russ let his other hand drop to the mattress, bracing himself as he thrust harder. Stephen gripped his ass more tightly, coaxing Russ to lose himself. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the urge gathering in his belly and balls, and groaned Stephen’s name as he gave into the need and came inside Stephen. Filling him. Claiming him. “You’re mine,” he gasped, head low as his mouth opened in a desperate, hoarse cry.
He came apart at the seams, shuddering and panting, as the orgasm turned him inside out and made his head swim. When he was finally spent, he lifted his head, body shaking with exertion, as he stared at the man he loved.
Stephen’s arms moved to encircle his back and pull him down onto Stephen’s chest. Their mouths met, and he met every lick of Stephen’s tongue and nip of his teeth with equal need.
Despite the incredible orgasm and the fact he was inside his lover, Russ still felt a need to be closer. And Stephen hadn’t come yet. He grunted in surprise as Stephen flipped him onto his back, and his eyes flew open. Stephen stretched over him, slicking his cock. “Your turn.” His voice was husky, full of promise.
Stephen smeared lube between his cheeks and pushed some inside, but Russ shook his head when he went to prep him more. The look in Stephen’s eyes made heat build in Russ’ belly again, and he stretched and tensed, letting his muscles ripple. “I want to feel it.”
The low sound Stephen made was almost feral as he aligned his cock with Russ’ entrance and pushed. Russ gasped and bore down, the burn familiar but more intense than usual. He’d feel it for the rest of the day, maybe even tomorrow. Stephen looked down at him and smiled as he leaned forward, threading their fingers together as he pushed Russ’ arms up and over his head and pinned them to the bed. “You will,” Stephen promised.
Stephen’s eyes never left Russ’ as he thrust into him with hard, short strokes that made his already-sensitive body shudder with the onslaught of sensation. And, somehow, despite the quick, hard rhythm, Russ had never felt closer to Stephen. The eye contact and their intertwined hands made him feel like Stephen was connected to him in every way. Stephen came a short while later, filling Russ, claiming him like Russ had done earlier, and he took everything Stephen gave him. He pulled him close, pressing their foreheads together as Stephen collapsed onto him.
They were both sore and sticky but they lay in bed for a long time, quietly talking and occasionally exchanging kisses and caresses. Russ’ anxiety about their future ebbed away as they talked. Neither the accepted proposal nor the incredible sex had fixed the issues in their relationship, but it was enough to get them on the right track again.
As they trudged to the shower, Russ felt a moment of gratitude toward Jeremy. Who would have thought Stephen’s ex would have been the one to break through the impasse where Russ and Stephen found themselves stuck?
Stephen was his, and Russ wasn’t letting the man go anywhere, but while he was feeling magnanimous, he thought maybe he should get to know Jeremy better.



Chapter Seventeen
Weddings turned out to be a hell of a lot more work than Stephen expected. The three months since they got engaged had been a whirlwind of planning. With marriage still not legal in Georgia, they tossed around several ideas before settling on South Carolina. Hilton Head, to be precise, and some online research and a weekend trip had led them to decide on a resort there. The island was located in South Carolina’s low country and had miles of Atlantic Ocean beachfront property. It was a beautiful area with a number of resorts, but one in particular stood out for both of them. With both oceanfront property and a wooded area, it had a number of rental homes and a four-star hotel. It offered everything they needed for a destination wedding.
Between the few family members Russ had, Miss Esther, and their assorted friends, there were still less than twenty people—dates or partners included—whom they wanted to invite. Russ looked like he was going to have a heart attack when he saw what it would cost, but there was no real question about them paying for everyone. Most of their guests simply didn’t have the money, and Stephen couldn’t bear the thought of them not being able to attend because of the cost. He had the money to do it, and although Russ had initially been a little uncomfortable with spending that much, he’d come around.
With roughly a month to go, Stephen was glad they had more or less reached the home stretch though. He had a few details to work out for the honeymoon, but everything else was in the hands of the resort’s wedding planner. He finished responding to her email update about where things stood as he heard Russ’ key in the door. He closed the cover on his iPad with a grateful sigh and stood, stretching the kinks out of his back. Russ didn’t notice him at first as he tossed his keys in the small dish by the door and slipped his phone in the dock.
“How was lunch?” Stephen asked, walking over to join him.
Russ turned, his startled expression melting away almost immediately. “I didn’t realize you were home. It was so quiet, I thought maybe you had gone out.” He leaned forward to give Stephen a quick kiss on the lips. “Lunch was ... weird. Very weird.”
“How so?” Stephen slid a hand around Russ’ waist.
“Evan and Jeremy are dating. Well, more like friends who are trying not to date. Not for lack of interest on Evan’s part, but apparently, Jeremy is giving him a lot of mixed signals.”
Stephen’s brain stuttered when it tried to put together the pieces of what Russ said. “My Jeremy?” Russ raised an eyebrow at him, and Stephen winced. “Sorry. That came out wrong, but you know what I mean.”
Russ gave him an exasperated look. “Yeah. Your ex, Jeremy, and Evan are ... confusing the hell out of each other.”
“I did not see that coming,” Stephen admitted, perplexed by the idea.
“Yeah, me either.”
“How did they meet ...” Stephen wondered out loud. “Oh, our engagement party. They met there, didn’t they?”
Russ nodded. “Yep.”
“Huh.” He wasn’t sure how he felt about it either. Not because his ex was potentially dating again—he wanted Jeremy to be as happy as he was—but because he had a difficult time imagining shy, hesitant Evan with his brash, sarcastic ex. They were so different, he couldn’t quite imagine how their relationship would work. Then again, Jeremy had changed a lot in the last fifteen years.
“What’s your take on it?” Russ asked.
Stephen mulled it over for a moment before he responded. “I’m not sure. Jeremy was always very confident, bordering on cocky, but he’s definitely mellowed since his accident. He seems ... lonely now though, and Evan is too. Maybe they could be good for each other.”
“I worry he’ll hurt Evan.”
Stephen considered it. “He’d never hurt Evan intentionally. Without meaning to ...” Stephen sighed. “Maybe. How serious is it?”
“It sounds pretty serious for Evan,” Russ admitted. “They’ve been hanging out since the engagement party. More or less as friends, but I guess they went out the other night, and they kissed, which was when things got weird between them. Evan sounds pretty hurt.”
“Shit.” Evan was such a sweet kid, and Stephen hated the thought of him getting hurt. “Did he want advice, or to vent?”
“A little of both, I think.”
“What did you suggest? I know you aren’t Jeremy’s biggest fan.” That was probably putting it mildly, but Stephen couldn’t see Russ badmouthing Jeremy to Evan, either. And he knew Russ had been trying to adjust to Stephen’s friendship with Jeremy. The three of them had gone out to dinner shortly after Russ and Stephen got engaged—to celebrate Stephen’s birthday—and Jeremy and Russ had made tentative overtures of friendship although there was still something wary about the way they approached each other.
Russ hesitated. “I’m not, or at least I haven’t been in the past, but I tried to give him the same advice I’d give anyone in that situation, no matter who they were dating. I told Evan he needed to decide if it was worth losing Jeremy as a friend if he pushed for more.”
“Solid advice,” Stephen replied. “Do you think I should talk about it with Jeremy?”
“I honestly don’t know. Maybe we should give them a little bit of time to figure it out for themselves.”
“Sounds good.” Stephen wasn’t really one for meddling anyway. He hoped neither Evan nor Jeremy wound up hurt. He changed the subject. “Before I forget, we have an appointment to meet with a lawyer about all of the power of attorney paperwork next Wednesday after work, and I heard from the wedding planner today. Everything’s on track.”
“Good.” Russ grinned and pulled him closer. “Regretting going through with the whole big spectacle of a wedding?”
Stephen cupped Russ’ face in his hands. “Not a bit.”
They kissed, and when Stephen pulled back, he stared into Russ’ eyes. “Regretting that you asked me?”
The happiness in Russ’ gaze answered long before he spoke the words aloud. “Not for a minute.”



Chapter Eighteen
Long before his alarm was set to go off, Stephen awoke. The room was dim although a sliver of light spilled in through the gap in the curtains. Russ was sprawled on his stomach, face turned away. Stephen thought about the day, about what they were about to do, and felt a strange sense of vertigo wash over him. He’d never imagined that at forty-eight he’d be getting married. He reached out, stroking a finger along Russ’ upper arm. Russ murmured sleepily but didn’t wake.
Marriage was more than the legality, the tax benefits. Sure, they deserved to have the same opportunities as anyone else, but he’d realized how much more there was to it. It had been nearly a year and a half now since he began dating Russ, since his whole world turned upside down. Why shouldn’t the whole world know what a monumental change Russ had brought to his life? Why shouldn’t he and Russ celebrate it publically? Joyously.
Stephen flipped onto his side and watched the slow, steady rise and fall of Russ’ back.
They’d arrived in Hilton Head a few days before, addressed a few last-minute details with the onsite wedding planner, and picked up a marriage license, but it had mostly been an enjoyable and relaxing vacation so far. They’d decided to forgo a traditional rehearsal since they weren’t having a wedding party. Instead, last night they’d met with the officiant privately and had a large dinner with their guests after.
This afternoon, they’d say their vows.
This time tomorrow, Stephen would wake up with a ring on his finger; a married man. A sense of awe stole over him, and he had to reach out to touch his fiancé again, to reassure himself this was real.
Russ turned over, his smile sleepy as he reached up to touch Stephen’s face. “You’re up early.”
Stephen grasped Russ’ hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing the palm. “I am.”
“Cold feet?” Russ’ voice was still a little raspy from sleep, and it made a little jolt of arousal shoot through him.
Smiling, Stephen braced a hand on the far side of Russ’ body and leaned in for a kiss. “Not even close.”
“Glad to hear it.” Russ stretched. “But it is way too early to be awake.”
“I’ll get up and go work out. You can get a few more hours of sleep,” Stephen offered.
Russ reached up and wrapped a hand around the back of Stephen’s head, pulling him close again. “I can think of something better to do.”
Stephen smiled against his mouth. “I like the way you think.”
***
Stephen saw Russ in a suit nearly every day, but the sight of him in a tux took Stephen’s breath away. They’d gone with a charcoal grey instead of black, with white shirts and pale gray ties. They both wore three-piece suits with notched lapels, but they weren’t entirely the same. The cut of Russ’ was narrower with a slight sheen to the lapel and the edges of the pockets.
“You look incredible,” Stephen said huskily.
“You too.” Russ plucked the boutonniere from where it rested on the table. “Want me to put this on you?”
“Please.”
Russ’ fingers brushed Stephen’s chest as he pinned the simple white flower to Stephen’s lapel. Stephen did the same for Russ then stepped closer, pressing his forehead against Russ’ as his fingers curled around the back of Russ’ neck. “Thank you for asking me to marry you. Thank you for fighting for me instead of giving up.”
Russ rested his hands on Stephen’s biceps. “That goes both ways. You could have given up on me so many times, and you have no idea how glad I am you didn’t.”
“I’m going to say this in front of all of our friends and family later, but first, I want to tell you. I love you, Russell Bishop, and you are the best thing that has ever happened to me.”
Stephen felt Russ nod, and they stood with their foreheads pressed together until they heard an eager rap on the door.
“That’ll be Addie,” Russ said. “Time to head over to the beach club.”
Stephen straightened, brushing a brief kiss across Russ’ lips and squeezing the back of Russ’ neck before he let go.
Russ answered the door, and from across the room, Stephen heard Addie squeal. “Eee! You look amazing. And, oh my Gawd, your suits coordinate. How cute is that?”
Stephen stifled a smile and turned to face the young woman who would be his sister-in-law in a few short hours. “You look lovely too, Addie.”
She wore a flowy white dress that ended at her knees and left her shoulders bare. It set off her tan and dark hair. She smiled at Stephen. “Thanks. I figured I could get away with wearing white since there was no bride to offend.”
Russ laughed. “Stephen’s right, you look great, Addie, but I’m not sure the heels are going to work. The ceremony’s right on the beach.”
She shrugged. “I plan to take them off then. I just wanted to look hot until we got there.”
This time, Stephen didn’t stifle his laugh.
“How come y’all didn’t have a wedding party?” Addie asked.
“Because everyone we invited has been such an important part of our lives it seemed ridiculous to pick a few to stand up with us,” Russ explained.
“Oh. That makes sense.” Addie looked around. “So, are y’all ready to go? Got the rings?”
Russ patted the breast pocket of his jacket, and Stephen ran through a mental checklist to be sure he had everything he needed as they all moved toward the door. “Yep. I’ll hand them off to the officiant when we get there,” Russ said.
“So, who’s walking you down the aisle?” Addie asked. “Dad? Or is that not done in gay weddings?”
Russ shrugged. “I think everyone kind of makes up the ceremony as they go. There aren’t really any hard rules about it. However, Stephen and I decided we’d walk down the aisle together.”
They had both liked the symbolism of them walking side-by-side as they approached the officiant. “We’re coming into this marriage as equals,” Stephen said quietly, and he felt the brief press of Russ’ hand against his back as they left the hotel and headed toward the beach, and the next step in their lives.



Chapter Nineteen
Russ stood on the deck overlooking the ocean. It was late afternoon, the sky was clear, and the few fluffy white clouds were high in the sky. A light breeze ruffled the hem of his jacket as he glanced at Stephen out of the corner of his eye and saw Stephen smiling back at him. Music began, something joyous and instrumental, but Russ couldn’t remember the name of the piece they’d picked.
“Ready?” Stephen’s voice was quiet. Steady.
“Absolutely.”
Side by side, he and Stephen walked down the steps and onto the beach. He felt the world shift. But it wasn’t the sand moving under his feet that caused it. In a short while, he’d be married. He felt the pulse in his throat leap at the thought. There wasn’t an ounce of nerves or a second of doubt in him, but it still felt huge. A monumental step forward in his life.
As Russ and Stephen reached the end of the aisle, they stopped in front of the justice of the peace. They’d exchanged emails with her over the last few months and met her in person the day before to run through the ceremony, but Russ could hardly focus on her as he turned to face Stephen.
His breath caught as he looked at the man he was marrying. Clean-shaven, with his hair neatly styled, and his tie crisply knotted, Stephen was the handsomest man Russ had seen in his life.
But loving someone at his best was the easy part, and Russ knew marriage would require a hell of a lot more than that. In the last few months, he and Stephen had talked about what the idea of marriage meant to them, about what they expected from each other, and Russ knew he could honestly say he was ready for that level of commitment. He wanted it fiercely, more than he’d ever imagined, and he trusted that, despite his initial reluctance, Stephen felt the same way too.
The ceremony began as the officiant welcomed their family and friends and spoke briefly about marriage. Russ could hear the words, knew them because he and Stephen had helped pick them out and write them, but he had a difficult time focusing on anything but the sight of Stephen in front of him and the feel of their hands clasped together. He didn’t remember taking Stephen’s hand, but he could feel the strength of the fingers grasping his, anchoring him.
He didn’t want to forget a moment of this so he forced himself to focus on the officiant’s voice, rising clear and strong over the sound of the waves and the wind. “When I asked Russ and Stephen what word summed up their first meeting, they both used the word “surprise.” Neither of them were looking for love, but, in each other, they found something they had no idea they were looking for. It is one of life’s richest surprises when the chance meeting of two individuals leads them to a relationship. And even more fortunate when that relationship grows into a permanent bond of love.
“This meeting and this love are what bring us together today. The uniting of these men to establish a new family is an important and memorable event. It brings together two separate families and backgrounds and forever changes the lives of everyone involved. As Russ and Stephen publicly express their love for one another in this ceremony, they demonstrate their joy in the present and their commitment to share the future together. This is a time of celebration for all of you who know and love them.
“Before you, Russ, and you, Stephen, are joined together in marriage in my presence and in the
presence of your family and friends, I am bound to remind you publicly of the solemn, serious, and permanent nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter.
“Russ and Stephen, do you come here today without reservation, to enter a marriage as
partners, living together as one, enjoying equality? Do you promise to love, respect, and care for each other for the rest of your lives?”
Russ swallowed and felt Stephen’s fingers tighten on his. They spoke in unison, quietly but without hesitation, voices sure and steady. “We do.”
“Will you, Russ, take Stephen to be no other than himself? Loving what you know of him, trusting what you do not yet know, will you have faith in his lasting love for you, through all your years, and in all that life may bring you?”
Swallowing back a sudden onslaught of emotion he hadn’t prepared himself for, Russ spoke. “I will.”
He blinked back tears and saw Stephen’s smile curl up on the right side as his eyes went watery too.
The officiant continued. “Will you, Stephen, take Russ to be no other than himself? Loving what you know of him, trusting what you do not yet know, will you have faith in his lasting love for you, through all your years, and in all that life may bring you?”
“I will.”
“Now, Russ and Stephen have a few words they’d like to say to each other.”
Russ considered reaching into his pocket for the small card he’d written his vows on, but he realized he didn’t need it; he knew every word. He took a deep breath and began. “Stephen, when we first met, I never dreamed I’d fall in love with you, much less that we’d be standing here today. But choosing to be with you, working through the things that haven’t come easily, they’re the best decisions I’ve ever made. I doubted I could commit to you, but now I know that no matter what the future brings us, or how difficult things get, I will make that choice over and over again. To love you and do everything I can to make our marriage work.”
He saw Stephen pull in a deep breath before he spoke. “Russ, I didn’t believe in second-chances until I met you. I thought the opportunity to fall in love and make a lifelong commitment had passed me by. I’ve never been happier to be proven wrong. Before you, I was content, but after you fell into my life—” Russ smiled as everyone chuckled, knowing how they’d met “—I realized that happiness is so much more than contentment. My life is richer and fuller with you in it. You have become my partner, my family, and after this day and for the rest of our lives, you will be my husband as well.”
The rough, husky words Stephen spoke sent Russ’ emotions over the edge, and he felt tears spill down his cheeks. Stephen reached up to wipe them away as a few trickled from his own eyes as the officiant took over again.
“Traditionally, the ring is a symbol of the sincerity and permanence of a couple's love for one another and the endurance of Russ and Stephen’s commitment to one another. May these rings be a daily reminder of the vows you make today.”
Russ glanced over as the officiant took the rings from her pocket and handed one to him. “Russ, as you place the ring on Stephen’s finger, please, repeat after me.”
He took Stephen’s hand, and after a slow, deep breath to be sure his voice was steady, he repeated the words and slid the ring onto Stephen’s finger. “I, Russ, give you, Stephen, this ring as an eternal symbol of my love and commitment to you.”
The officiant handed the second ring to Stephen with the same instructions.
The look in Stephen’s eyes as he took Russ’ hand and held the ring ready made Russ’ heart beat fast. “I, Stephen, give you, Russ, this ring as an eternal symbol of my love and commitment to you.”
Stephen squeezed his hand as the officiant concluded the ceremony. “Russ and Stephen have declared before all of us that they will live together in marriage. They have made promises to each other and symbolize those promises by taking vows, exchanging rings, and by signing their wedding certificate.
“By the powers vested in me by the State of South Carolina, I now pronounce you married. You may kiss your husband.”
***
The word husband echoed in Stephen’s ears as they stepped toward each other, Stephen gently wrapping a hand around the back of Russ’ neck. Russ grasped Stephen’s bicep, and his eyes closed as their lips met. Stephen’s heart was so full of happiness he wasn’t sure if the rushing sound was the waves or his own heartbeat. The kiss was sweet but heated too, as if they were both holding back the intensity of their emotions, and a part of him wanted to lose himself in the warm familiarity of Russ’ kiss.
He pulled back far enough to rest his forehead against Russ’, and for a moment, they stood frozen in place, taking in the moment and committing it to memory. He was almost surprised when he turned and saw their friends and family clapping and whistling, celebrating with them. The moment had felt so private, so intimate, that he’d felt as though they were alone. But he was glad they weren’t. The two dozen people standing in front of them were the people who helped mold and shape them and their relationship. As he and Russ walked back up the aisle toward the beach club deck where the reception was set up, Stephen thought of all the moments it took to get him to this point, and he was grateful for everyone there.
For a few minutes, they mingled, receiving hugs and congratulations, before they excused themselves. Hand-in-hand, they followed the photographer onto the beach as their guests stayed on the deck for cocktails and hors d’oeuvres.
“I want to take a few posed photos, but then I’d like you to wander down the beach and I’ll get some candid shots, okay?” the photographer explained.
Stephen agreed, feeling vaguely guilty he couldn’t remember the photographer’s name—he’d exchanged emails with the man and met him in person before the ceremony—but at the moment, it felt like his entire world had narrowed down to the man in front of him. His new husband. They posed for a few shots, but Stephen was glad when they were over, wanting to focus on Russ.
The sun had dipped lower in the sky, streaking it with orangey-red light as they walked slowly down the beach, enjoying the few minutes together before they went and celebrated with their loved ones. He could hear the click of the photographer’s camera, but it seemed distant and unimportant.
“I never thought I’d see this day,” Stephen said quietly, choking up a little.
Russ’ smile echoed Stephen’s feelings. “You’re not the only one.” He stopped in his tracks and pulled Stephen to him. Stephen came willingly, curling a hand around the back of Russ’ neck as he met him in a heated kiss. “I love you, husband,” he whispered when he pulled back far enough to meet Russ’ gaze.
“Oh, God, Stephen, I love you too. I love you so much it hurts.”
Stephen wrapped his arms tightly around Russ and rested his temple against Russ’, not caring if he was wrinkling their suits and crushing the flowers on their lapels. Russ’s grip was equally tight, and they stood like that for a long moment as the sun dipped below the trees and the waves crashed a few feet away.
***
The reception was in full swing when they returned to it. Stephen was glad to see their incredibly diverse group of friends and family were beginning to mingle. Addie separated from the crowd and threw her arms around Russ as she looked up at both of them. “That was so beautiful. I can’t apologize enough for what I said about your relationship at first.”
Stephen gave her a reassuring smile. “No hard feelings, Addie. I am so glad you could be here today. I know it means the world to Russ, and it does to me too.”
Russ nodded in agreement as Addie disengaged herself, and for once, Stephen wasn’t surprised when Addie threw her arms around him. He hugged her back, so glad she’d come around to the idea of his relationship with her brother.
He greeted Joseph and Alan as well, accepting their congratulations and thanking them for being there to celebrate. After a few minutes, he realized Russ was deep in conversation with Addie and he hadn’t spoken to Jeremy yet, so he excused himself and walked over to his ex.
“Congratulations.” Jeremy held out his hand, smiling at him. “Marriage looks good on you, Stephen.”
Stephen grinned. “It feels good.”
“I’m happy for you.” Jeremy’s tone and the look in his eyes was sincere, and Stephen felt peace settle over him. It felt good to have everything squared away with his ex and know they could stay friends. They talked for a few minutes about Jeremy’s relationship with Evan—still tenuous at best—until the music stopped and the bandleader asked everyone to take their seats.
He took a seat beside Russ at a small table with Alan, Miss Esther, and her granddaughter Pauline. Miss Esther was seated to his other side, and she leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek, her lips soft against his skin. She squeezed his arm and beamed up at him. “Oh, Stephen, I am so happy for you. I never imagined a day like this could happen in my lifetime.”
He smiled down at her. “Neither did I, Miss Esther.”
Her dark eyes were shiny with tears. “I think it’s wonderful. It was a beautiful wedding.”
Once everyone was seated and had eaten the salad course, Stephen stood and made a brief toast thanking everyone for joining them, feeling a warm sense of pride when he referred to Russ as his husband. That was going to take some getting used to, but he’d never been happier to adjust his way of thinking. When he was finished with his toast, he sat, and Russ stood, resting his hand on Stephen’s shoulder as he took over.
“I want to thank all of you for your generous donations to the Lost and Found Youth Center in Atlanta in lieu of gifts. Neither of us made it through our lives untouched by some of the bigotry that surrounds relationships like ours. The same is true for several of our close friends. So in lieu of gifts, we asked for donations to them. The cause and the location are near and dear to our hearts. Stephen and I have both made plans to get involved on a more personal level as well. Our heartfelt gratitude goes out to everyone who gave a donation to improve the lives of LGBT kids in Atlanta. And to kids everywhere who will hopefully grow up in a much different world than Stephen—or even I—did. Let’s toast to a better, happier future for all of them.”
Stephen lifted his glass, glanced over, and saw Evan wiping his eyes. Stephen made a mental note to thank Evan for giving him the push to get involved. He’d donated to plenty of LGBT charities over the years, but it had become far more personal to him in the last year. He and Russ made a six-month commitment to volunteer at the youth center and might get involved in some of the administrative opportunities there. He was looking forward to it. He pulled Russ in for a kiss when he sat, tasting the champagne on his lips.
“Nicely said.”
Russ gave him a small smile and shrugged. “You know how much I wish I could change your past, Stephen. I’ve learned to accept that I can’t, but this gives me a chance to make changes where I can.”
“You are an incredible man, Russ Bishop,” he said quietly.
“So are you, Stephen.”
Alan stood and cleared his throat. Stephen sat back and took Russ’ hand, bracing himself for what he knew would be an emotional speech. With a fresh haircut, clean shaven, and dressed in an inexpensive but immaculate black suit, Alan looked stern, but Stephen knew underneath the gruff exterior lay the heart of one of the kindest men he’d ever met in his life.
“From the beginning, Russ was the kind of son any man could be proud of. Kind, hardworking, driven. I wanted him to have the kind of life I didn’t manage. I knew I did something right when he went off to college, got a good job, and made a name for himself in Atlanta.
“Every father considers the day his child will fall in love and get married. When Russ told me he was gay, I must admit, I had my worries. I wondered if he would be able to get married. If the world would let him have the happiness he deserved. I worried about him when he didn’t meet anyone, when he didn’t seem to want a relationship, but I kept my mouth shut, and I’m glad I did. Because, when he told me he’d met Stephen, I knew it was different. And when I met Stephen, I knew he was the man for my son. Stephen, you’re exactly the kind of son-in-law a man could hope for.”
Stephen nodded at Alan, and squeezed Russ’ hand. Alan cleared his throat before he continued. “When I celebrated Christmas with Russ and Stephen last year, I told Stephen I was sorry to hear that his family hadn’t supported him and told him that he was part of the Bishop family now. Well, on the drive home, I got to thinkin’ more about it, and I realized he’s as much responsible for bringin’ this family together as anyone is. Russ and Stephen meetin’ brought Russ closer to me, and to his sister, Addie, and her boyfriend Joseph. He brought us all together.” Alan looked around at the two dozen people assembled. “I know that if you’re here, Russ and Stephen must consider you family as well, and I think that says a lot about who they are as men and as a couple.”
Alan raised his glass. “So let’s make a toast to Russ and Stephen’s long, happy life together and to them for bringing us here together as family.” 
They toasted, and when Russ let go of his hand and stood, Stephen glanced over to see Russ hugging his father. Stephen stood and did the same, embracing the man he now called father-in-law. “Thank you, Alan,” he said, hugging the older man. For a moment, he felt like maybe the lost years with his own father weren’t for nothing. He could appreciate the man in front of him so much more now.
“Nothin’ to thank me for,” Alan said. “Thank you for makin’ Russ happy. Forget what I said earlier about you bein’ my son-in-law. I’m proud to call you son.”
Stephen couldn’t have spoken even if he’d known what to say, so he gave Alan another hug and sat.
“I don’t think I can take any more speeches,” Stephen quietly admitted to his new husband, and Russ laughed and gave him an understanding smile as he leaned in for a kiss.
“Me either.”
***
Once dinner was over, they cut the cake. When they were planning the wedding, Russ had asked if he could be in charge of picking it out. Stephen had been happy to let him handle it, but he had to admit he’d been curious to know what the surprise was. The cake itself was simple, relatively small, square, and decorated with a small cluster of white flowers. Beautiful, but nothing unusual.
They cut the cake and posed for a quick picture before they fed it to each other. Russ smiled as he held the fork continuing a bite of cake up to Stephen’s lips. “You’ll have to try the other flavor as well because it’s brown sugar bourbon, and I picked it with you in mind, but this ... this one is for you.”
Puzzled, Stephen took the cake from the fork and chewed, smiling when he realized what it was. “Coffee?”
Russ’ grin was wide. “Mocha cake with coffee filling, which was as close as I could get to a latte. I thought it seemed appropriate given how we met.”
Stephen laughed and gently pushed Russ’ hand and the plate with the slice of cake on it aside so he could kiss him. “It’s perfect.”
After the cake cutting, they walked to the small space that was left clear near the band. The band had been good although he’d hardly paid much attention to the music they’d played during dinner. He stood in front of Russ and nodded to the bandleader before stepping forward to grasp Russ’ hand and settle his hand on Russ’ waist. “Ready?” he asked quietly as the music began and Russ nodded.
“Ready.”
They’d debated for a while about what song to dance to, but they’d eventually settled on a classic. The bandleader did a solid Frank Sinatra impersonation and the lyrics of “The Best is Yet to Come” suited Stephen’s hope for their future perfectly. Both he and Russ were perfectionists to the core and had practiced dancing to it to be sure they had the hang of it.
As Stephen led Russ through the dance, he smiled when he remembered the first time he’d seen Russ dancing at the Christmas party.
“Why are you smiling?” Russ asked, as Stephen swung him out in a perfectly timed release, then curled him back in so he was tight against Stephen’s chest.
Stephen grinned at him. “Because I’m happy. And because I was thinking about the time I first saw you dance and I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”
Russ grinned back and kissed him, their dance momentarily forgotten. It wasn’t part of the perfect dance they’d planned, but Stephen decided perfect was vastly overrated. His new husband’s lips against his was all the perfection he needed.
Once their first dance was over, a few couples joined them on the dance floor. Stephen lost track of time as they danced. He only left Russ’ side long enough to dance a slow, careful dance with Miss Esther while Russ danced with his sister, but he was glad once Russ was back in his arms.
“What do you think of that?” Russ asked a few moments later, nodding toward Evan and Jeremy, who were dancing a few feet away. Stephen looked at them and realized that, in all the time they’d been together, Stephen had never seen an expression on Jeremy’s face like the one he had right now when he looked at Evan. Even better, Evan’s smile lit up his whole face when he looked at Jeremy. It was a nice sight.
“I think if they’re half as happy as we are together, that can only be a good thing,” Stephen said, turning back to Russ who smiled.
“I didn’t know I could be this happy.”
“Neither did I.” Stephen leaned in and kissed Russ.
He kissed his husband because he could. Because Russ was the best thing that had ever happened to him.



Chapter Twenty
The morning after the wedding, they slept in late and had brunch with their guests at the hotel before sending them on their way. Russ and Stephen drove to Harbor Town—where they’d had their rehearsal dinner—and Stephen asked him if he’d like to take a walk near the marina.
After a light rain that morning, it had turned out to be an absolutely beautiful day, so Russ agreed. They were leaving for their honeymoon the next day, so they had a lazy day planned on Hilton Head. Halfway through their slow walk along the docks, Stephen stopped beside a midsize cruiser. It had a gleaming white hull with a narrow gold stripe, and Russ took a moment to admire it.
“That’s gorgeous.”
“I thought so.” Stephen grinned. “Want to take a tour?”
“Of the yacht?” Russ asked, surprised.
“Of our accommodations for our honeymoon.”
Russ’ jaw dropped and he stared, open-mouthed, at the boat. “You’re kidding me. We’re going to sail off into the sunset?”
“More or less.” Stephen laughed softly, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips, and Russ was momentarily distracted by how happy Stephen looked. “Too cheesy?”
Russ shook his head, loving how excited Stephen was about the surprise. “God, no, it’s perfect. What’s the plan?”
“Well, we have nearly three weeks. I thought we’d sail to the Florida Keys and spend some time there, then leave the boat in Miami and fly to Atlanta. I made a few reservations for while we’re in the Keys, but nothing’s set in stone if you’d like to do something else.”
“No, I love it. I had no idea what you were planning, but this surpasses anything I imagined,” Russ admitted.
“I hoped you’d like it.” Stephen’s hand slid along Russ’ lower back.
“It sounds incredible, Stephen. I can’t think of anything I’d like more. Give me a tour?”
Stephen took his hand and led him onto the deck of the boat. “This is a Moody AC 41. It’s a forty-one foot yacht. The design won best midsize cruiser a few years ago, and every person I’ve spoken to who’s handled one said it’s a dream to sail.” As Stephen showed him around, he enthusiastically described every detail of the boat as if he was trying to sell it to Russ.
It was one of the most elegant boats Russ had ever seen with twin wheels for steering and a clean, simple design to the cockpit, but Stephen was clearly in love with it. He smiled as he followed Stephen down the short ladder into the cabin. Stephen’s current sailboat was a day sailer, but this was designed for coastal sailing with a roomy saloon and galley area, all trimmed in mahogany, gleaming chrome, and soft leather.
There were two berths with en-suite heads, one fore and one aft, roomy enough to sleep four adults, and at the end of their tour, they stopped in the aft cabin. He peered in the door of the head, amazed at how much space there was in the shower. He grinned at Stephen and shook his head as he closed the door to the head and took a seat on the edge of the mattress.
“This is one of the most beautiful boats I’ve ever been on. How did you find it?”
Stephen shrugged. “I talked to one of the guys I know at the sailing club. He put me in contact with someone who had what I was looking for.”
Russ glanced around, knowing Stephen never did anything on a whim, and it had probably required weeks of research. “Do I want to know what this costs?”
“To buy new? Three-hundred-eight-five thousand and that’s the standard layout, factory spec version, so there are plenty of upgrades that could easily double the price. This particular boat is used though, so it’s about one-hundred-ten thousand less. So, roughly what my condo cost me. It’s a good deal, to be honest.”
Numbers like that made Russ’ head spin, and Stephen’s choice of words made him pause. “Wait, you bought this?” He frowned and rubbed his head. They hadn’t even been married for twenty-four hours and they were about to get in a fight about money. Russ forced himself to pause and look at this objectively. He was doing what he always did and overreacting without figuring out the whole story first. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sorry, that came out a little harsh. Let me try that again. First of all; did you rent or buy this?”
“I appreciate your restraint.” Stephen smiled. “I promise I didn’t buy a yacht without talking to you first. I did work out a deal with the owner, however. We’re renting it for a few weeks. If—and only if—both of us decide we want to buy it, that is an option. What I paid to rent it would go toward the sale; otherwise, I will leave it in Miami and we will have had a wonderful honeymoon with no strings attached.”
“Great plan,” Russ admitted as relief washed over him. He glanced around at the cabin. “I have a feeling we’re going to have a difficult time walking away at the end of the three weeks though.”
Stephen grinned. “I had the same thought. I won’t deny I’d love to own this and do a hell of a lot more sailing with you, but who knows? Maybe this isn’t the right time. Maybe it isn’t worth the investment right now since we have limited vacation time, but when we retire ...”
Russ considered the thought. “You’re a lot closer to retirement than I am.”
“If we’re talking about buying this, I won’t be quitting anytime soon,” Stephen said dryly as he stepped forward to stand between Russ’ spread thighs. “Even my savings—well, our savings now—won’t handle impulse purchases like that. We would get a loan and put down a hefty down payment. I’m not in any hurry to leave Vantage. I have a good ten, fifteen years before I’d want to retire, I think. Although we’ll see how I feel about returning to work after a couple of weeks sailing the Atlantic Coast.”
Laughing, Russ considered the idea of retiring at forty-five. There were worse plans. He reached out and grabbed the front of Stephen’s polo shirt, pulling him forward so he could kiss his new husband. “We’ll figure it out.”
“And we have a lifetime together to do it.” The happiness in Stephen’s eyes almost took Russ’ breath away. In the long run, it didn’t matter where they were or what they were doing, as long as it was together.



Epilogue
Russ rolled onto his stomach, feeling the sun beat down on his back and the rub of the beach towel against his bare cock. It was nearly the end of their honeymoon, and Russ hadn’t grown tired of the feel of the wind and the sun on his skin. Aside from a sudden rainy squall that disrupted their schedule for a day and a half, everything had gone according to plan, and they’d spent a perfect few weeks sailing down to the Keys. He felt comfortable and confident handling the unfamiliar sailboat, and Stephen seemed in his element.
They sailed, swam, and snorkeled, only getting off the yacht to restock their supplies and explore the area. They’d docked in the Keys and taken in a few sights but returned to the boat every night to sleep. The mattress was a bit more snug than the one at home, but Russ didn’t mind waking up to Stephen’s arm draped over him or his head on Stephen’s chest.
They were both enjoying the extended vacation, and Russ was leaning more and more toward the idea of an early retirement. They had decided not to buy the boat. That kind of a purchase still made Russ feel vaguely queasy, and they both had plenty of commitments in Atlanta: work, volunteering, spending time with the people they cared about. But someday, when they decided it was time to retire, he was content with the idea of buying a similar sailboat and exploring the world in it. Growing up, Russ had never dreamed of a life like that, but Stephen had opened up so many new possibilities for him. To say nothing of showing him he could have the kind of relationship he’d been convinced didn’t exist.
He felt Stephen settle next to him on the oversized towel and jumped at the firm smack of a broad hand on his ass. He grumbled and felt the low rumble of Stephen’s laughter as he leaned in to press a kiss to Russ’ shoulder. “You’re getting brown all over,” Stephen murmured against his skin.
Russ turned his head on his folded arms, squinting in the bright light after having his eyes closed for a while. “You like it?”
“I like you.” Stephen’s hand meandered up Russ’ back, over his ass, and down one thigh. “Any way I can get you.”
Russ chuckled, relaxed and happy. “I can’t believe you actually found a place secluded enough for us to sunbathe.”
“There are plenty of nude beaches, hotels, and even a few bars and restaurants in the Keys,” Stephen pointed out, gently coaxing Russ’ thighs apart. Russ groaned at the feel of Stephen’s hand cupping his balls and lazily rocked his hips, the rub of the terrycloth surprisingly arousing.
“I know,” he said with a gasp as Stephen’s thumb brushed his hole. “But we’d probably get arrested if we did this there.”
***
Stephen reached for the lube with his free hand, chuckling when Russ squirmed as he drizzled the still cool liquid between his cheeks. Russ’ hips moved with an eagerness that told Stephen he was more than okay with what they were doing though. “I’ve had this fantasy for so long,” Stephen admitted, pushing some of the lube into Russ and teasing him.
“Oh, God, me too,” Russ said with a gasp. Stephen pulled away, and Russ flipped onto his back, cock hard and leaking. He lunged for Stephen, pulling him down over his body as he lay back. Stephen propped himself up on his elbows and smiled at his husband. That hadn’t gotten old yet, but Stephen knew that long after the newness of calling Russ his husband faded, the joy he felt at being married to Russ wouldn’t.
Russ shifted and Stephen settled between his thighs. They’d made love daily for the last few weeks, so it was an easy push inside Russ, and he grunted softly when Stephen bottomed out. They kissed lazily for a while, gently moving together as the sun beat down and the sailboat rocked with the lap of the waves. It was a perfect moment, one he wanted to freeze and live in forever. He knew it wasn’t possible, so he committed it to memory instead, knowing he’d look back on it fondly, years from now, when Russ was as old as he was now.
Forget everything else in his life, he knew all that mattered was the man underneath him, looking up with so much love in his hazel eyes it made Stephen wonder how he’d gotten so lucky.
“I love you,” he said with a quiet gasp, leaning in to kiss Russ. “And twenty lifetimes wouldn’t be enough time with you.”
Russ reached up, cradling Stephen’s face with his hand. “Then let’s make the most of this one.”
The End
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