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Preface
Although I had a fairly clear idea of Stephen’s history when I wrote Equals it was amazing how much more fleshed out it became as I began doing research for Partners.  I spent many hours on Google maps and even more time researching small towns in Georgia. 
The story is set in the small town of Putnam, in the very southwest corner of Georgia.  It is loosely based off Pelham, GA in Mitchell County.  Although an actual county called Putnam County does exist, it is just southeast of Atlanta. 
I used these areas for inspiration, but the town of Putnam in this story is a figment of my imagination.



Chapter One
Stephen’s fingers tapped at the steering wheel in a quick, agitated rhythm, and Russ laid a hand on his thigh; even through the fabric, he could feel the tension in the muscles. “You okay?”
“Yes.” Stephen paused, then sighed heavily. “No, not really.”
Russ bit back a smile. Stephen was terrible at admitting when he was upset, but Russ was glad to see him trying. “Want to talk?”
“It’s been so long since I’ve been back to Putnam County.” Stephen swallowed, his throat bobbing. “I don’t know how I feel about it.”
“I’m sure it’s difficult.”
“I wish I knew what to expect, is all. I don’t know how we’ll be treated.”
“Because we’re a gay couple or because of the age difference?”
“Both.”
They’d discussed the issue already. In fact, Stephen had tried to convince Russ to let him go alone; Russ wouldn’t be budged though. Stephen was going to the town he’d only visited a handful of times since his falling out with his parents twenty-five years ago. He was going in order to bury the father who had cut off all contact with Stephen upon learning he was gay. Stephen hardly seemed to know how to deal with his feelings about his father, and Russ was not willing to let him attempt to cope alone.
Plus, their relationship was at a crucial point. They’d only been together for a matter of months, and in that time, they’d struggled to find an equilibrium. Stephen, twenty years Russ’ senior and far more financially secure, was everything Russ wanted to be. It had been difficult, both because of Russ’ discomfort with his financial situation and the idea of long-term commitment. On the other hand, Stephen’s history with another younger man had left its own scars, and his unwillingness to talk about it hadn’t helped.
But their fight, Russ moving out for a few days, and the death of Stephen’s father had brought a new perspective to the situation. Their relationship was too important to risk losing, and Russ would do anything to be there for the man he loved. It might have been smarter for Stephen to visit Putnam alone because of the way the town was likely to react to their relationship, but Russ was determined to go with him anyway. He couldn't contribute much financially, but he could be there for emotional support. He could prove he had something substantial to offer Stephen.
“We’ll deal with it,” he said softly. “Together.”
Stephen shot him a brief, warm smile. The hum of the road and the soft strains of something bluesy playing on the car stereo were the only sounds for a long while. “I’m glad you’re coming with me,” Stephen finally said. “I know I tried to talk you out of it, but I don’t think I could do it without you.”
“Me too.” Russ shifted in his seat to get a better look at his boyfriend. His silver hair was carefully styled away from his face, and it made his cheekbones look more prominent. Even without a suit, Stephen looked polished and successful; he would stick out like a sore thumb in the small town. “Will you tell me more about your family?”
“Sure.” Stephen reached out to turn down the music. “Both of my parents grew up in Putnam County and neither finished high school. The town of Putnam was small, and they knew each other most of their lives. My mother, Louise, was seventeen when they married, and they tried for years to get pregnant. It wasn’t talked about much, but from what I gathered, she had a number of miscarriages. She was thirty-two by the time she had me, and it was a difficult pregnancy. Her health was never very good after. My father had expected to have sons to help him, and when he didn’t, it was difficult for him to work the farm. They started out with a hundred and eighty acre pecan farm but had to sell it off piece by piece to pay the taxes and keep it running. By the time I was born, it was barely eighty acres, and my father was well on his way to being a bitter man.”
“Were your parents happy together?”
Stephen glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “I don’t know. I think maybe at first they were, but not by the time I was born.” Russ squeezed his thigh. “Don’t get me wrong; I didn’t have a terrible childhood. I have good memories: my mother humming as she ironed, swimming in the summer, Sunday dinners. Holidays and birthdays were lean, but nearly everyone in the area was poor. The problem was—the older I got the more unhappy my father became. He shouted at my mother and me more, smoked more, grew angrier at what he couldn’t control: the weather, a bad harvest, or blight. I worked the farm with him and a few seasonal hands, and I remember being so tired when I got up for school in the mornings I wanted to die. Working the farm, going to school, and playing baseball was exhausting. My father hated me playing. It was one of the few things I stood up to him about though, and I think he grudgingly respected that I did. Although I’m sure the only reason he didn't forbid me from playing was because it didn’t interfere with the pecan season. We planted in December, January, and February and harvested October through December. Football was out of the question. I liked baseball, but I would have played anything to get me off the farm. I was grateful I got the athletic scholarship to UGA. It was my ticket out of the damn town and off the farm.” He chuckled. “If I hadn’t gotten the scholarship, my back-up plan was to join the Army.”
Russ smiled at the thought. He couldn’t quite picture Stephen as a military man. Although, he was certainly disciplined enough to do well at it. And the idea of Stephen in uniform wasn’t necessarily a bad one. He felt his cock stir at the thought and forced himself to get back on topic.
“You were in college when you came out to your family?” he asked, resuming the slow, soothing strokes on Stephen’s leg when he felt him tense.
“Shortly after graduation. They didn’t come to my graduation—thought it was pointless—and they never quite forgave me for leaving the farm. I went home a few months after I graduated, hoping they’d be proud of me, but my father told me it was a waste of my time. He should have seen getting an education was a chance for a better life than he had—like your father did—but all he could see was I’d deserted him. Forced him to sell off another parcel of the farm because he had one less man to work it. I think, deep down, I knew what they’d do when I told them I was gay. It wasn’t like they talked about it; who did then? But I knew what the church taught, and I knew them. I knew they wouldn’t be okay with it. I knew.” Stephen’s tone was bitter. “But I said the words anyway. Maybe a part of me wanted a reason to walk away and never go back to the godforsaken town.”
Russ’ childhood hadn’t exactly been a picnic either, but his father had been a strong, steady presence. Overworked and rarely demonstrative with his affection, maybe, but Russ had never doubted his father loved him and wanted the best for him. Russ continued to stroke Stephen’s thigh reassuringly as the older man grew silent, focused on navigating the car around a truck that had pulled off to the side with a blown tire. They were miles passed when Stephen spoke again. “They told me never to come back, and I didn’t return to Putnam for years.”
Russ’ chest ached, imagining it. The reaction of his father’s sister—his Aunt Caroline—had been equally awful, but at least he’d had his father. At least he’d known his entire family hadn’t given up on him all because he loved men. All because of a quirk of genetics. Russ saw it as no different than the one that made his hair dark, or the one that made his eyes hazel. One tiny shift in his DNA that made him slide one direction on the sexuality scale rather than the other. And people called it a choice. Ridiculous. He didn’t believe that for a minute, and he was lucky enough to have a father who believed that as well. “What changed? You said you’d gone back a few times.”
Stephen sighed. “My mother had a stroke in September of 2000. My father didn’t call, but a woman in town, Esther Wilson—Miss Esther as I knew her—did. My father was angry and he didn’t speak to me, but I was glad she called. My mother was too ill to realize I was there, and I didn’t stay long, but it was something I needed.”
“That’s horrible.”
“It was. It was shortly after Jeremy’s accident, maybe six months or so, and I wasn’t in a good place.”
Russ winced. Stephen had only recently told him about his history with a young man named Jeremy whom he dated fourteen years before. Jeremy had nearly died in a car accident, and Stephen had spent many of those years blaming himself for it. He must have been a wreck then, dealing with his mother’s stroke on top of his feelings about Jeremy. “Is that the only time you came back?”
“No, a few months later she had a second stroke that killed her, and I came back for her funeral. Miss Esther is a friend of the family, and she looked after my father when my mother had her first stroke and had to live at a rehab facility. While my mother was there, Miss Esther cooked and cleaned for him. My mother died in November, and few months after her death, my father lost the farm, and Miss Esther took him in. She ran a boarding house, and he lived there for about six years until the Alzheimer’s became so bad she couldn’t care for him anymore. She called me, and I helped get him into a nursing home. At least by then, he was too far gone to realize I paid for it. Or, hell, that I was even there.”
“I didn’t realize you did that.”
“Stubborn bastard would have lived on the street to spite me if he’d known.” Stephen’s tone was bitter.
“You did what you could. I’m sure it’s more than most men would have done, especially after being turned away by their own family.”
“I suppose.” Stephen sighed. “It’s complicated. Sometimes, I’m so angry with them for disowning me. Sometimes, I’m not. Do I wish they’d been accepting? Yes. Every damn day. But it was 1989, and all they knew about being gay was fire and brimstone from the Baptist preacher and what the media told them about AIDS. A horrible death and hellfire after. It doesn’t excuse it, but to some extent, I understand.” Russ winced. He’d been three years old in 1989. Stephen glanced at him out of the corner of his eye and gave Russ a wry smile. “Yes, I’ve done the math too.”
“Most of the time I don’t think about it.”
Stephen sighed again. “I try not to. However, I have a feeling it’s something I’ll be painfully aware of this weekend.”
“We’ll get through it.”
As they turned off the divided highway, Russ wished they’d had more time alone before they had to leave Atlanta. He and Stephen had spent Friday night talking and making love, reconnecting after their fight and brief separation. The following morning, this morning, Stephen had called the county coroner’s office to make arrangements to have his father’s body taken to a funeral home and had begun the process of planning the funeral. They hit the road shortly after, and now they were a little over an hour from Putnam, Georgia, Stephen’s hometown.
For all his brave talk to Stephen, Russ was anxious about the trip. Showing up in a rural town in southern Georgia as the much younger lover of a successful man was bound to raise some eyebrows at the very least. The worst-case scenario ... well, Russ really hoped they didn’t have to deal with that.
Russ tried to keep the conversation light, but he could feel Stephen’s tension increase as the miles fell away and they approached Putnam. Russ was startled when Stephen turned off the street leading into town. He turned onto what appeared to be a rarely used two-track lane that led into a wooded area, the car bouncing over the ruts before slowing to a stop. “Everything okay?”
Stephen put the car in park and turned to look at him. “I want a moment with you before I have to face everything.”
Touched, Russ ran a hand along the side of Stephen’s face, feeling the soft prickle of whiskers. His blue eyes, normally so bright and vibrant, looked worried and sad. “I wish I could make this easier for you,” Russ whispered. Stephen looked every bit his forty-seven years at the moment, exhausted and hurting, and all Russ wanted was to take that away.
Stephen leaned in, pressing their foreheads together for a brief moment before he touched their lips together. His lips feathered over Russ’ before deepening the kiss. Russ closed his eyes, letting Stephen control the kiss and take what he needed. Stephen was hurting—badly—and Russ wanted to do what little he could to help.
Stephen whispered— “I love you so damn much” —as he pulled away, his voice raw.
Russ swallowed past the lump in his throat. “I love you, too. Of course, I’ll be here for you, but promise me you’ll tell me if there’s anything else I can do.”
“I promise.”
After one final kiss, Stephen sat back. Once the car was back on the road, he took Russ’ hand and didn’t let go. They rarely held hands, and Russ knew how much Stephen must be hurting if he needed the constant reassurance. Russ looked down at their hands, intertwined where they lay on the leather console between the seats. Stephen’s hands were strong, with long, blunt fingers. The backs were smooth, with prominent veins. Russ’ hand was a fraction smaller, the back of his hand dusted lightly with dark hair. He could feel the tension in Stephen’s arm as it pressed against his, and he rubbed his thumb against Stephen’s skin, trying to soothe him. He felt a soft shudder go through Stephen’s body, and the pressure against his hand increased as Stephen squeezed tight then relaxed.
Russ looked up, glancing at the scenery around the car as they drove. The road leading into town was unremarkable, lined with a mix of evergreen and deciduous trees interspersed with fields. The grass was brown and brittle from a long, hot summer and looked much like the part of Georgia where he’d grown up. The closer they got to town, the more houses he saw; mostly one story, not overly large but neat and well maintained. The area outside town was like any other, filled with gas stations and a handful of fast food restaurants. A pharmacy and a grocery store. They passed a few municipal buildings, then the funeral home was there on the right. Stephen pulled into the small lot beside the building and let out a deep, shuddering breath as he put the car in park and turned off the ignition. Russ watched him pull himself together: squaring his shoulders, taking a deep breath, and nodding to himself. “Well, this is it,” Stephen said. “Putnam, Georgia.”
Russ didn’t know what to say. What words could ever express the conflicted emotions in him or be enough to soothe Stephen’s—which had to be far worse? “It’s not what I expected,” he said. He’d imagined it as a squalid little place, run-down and dilapidated. He supposed his image had been tainted by Stephen’s hatred of the place. In truth, it looked like any other small town he’d run across. Not particularly charming or prosperous, but solid. Ordinary. Of course, he knew placid-looking small towns often held deep roots of hatred for men like him and Stephen. Pleasant for those who were straight, unwelcoming to those who were not.
The air hit him like a hot, thick blanket as he stepped out of the car, the humidity weighing him down immediately. He could smell the tar from the hot pavement, and he felt a sheen of sweat break out on his forehead already.
“It’s changed since I was here last,” Stephen admitted, reaching for the sport coat he’d placed in the back seat. Russ had gone slightly more casual, but he straightened the button-down shirt he wore anyway, smoothing away any creases. They were going to a funeral home, after all; it seemed like he should at least be pulled together. “Less rural. There’s a lot more development. Hopefully, that means a change in attitude as well.”
The main entrance to the funeral home was in an old, square, two-story, painted brick house that was connected to a much newer single-story rectangular building beside it built in an odd tan-colored brick. The two buildings didn’t appear to go together at all, but Russ supposed Putnam, Georgia wasn’t exactly a hotbed of great architecture. They’d probably chosen practicality and a good price over style. The house had a wide, wraparound porch with an iron railing, and if not for the sign with Lambert Funeral Home in black lettering out front, Russ would have thought it was still being used as a house, or at least an ordinary business. Then again, people died every day; he supposed a funeral home was ordinary, if you worked there.
Stephen walked up the steps to the front door like a man marching to the gallows, and as he reached for the doorknob, Russ placed his hand against his boyfriend’s lower back. They’d have to be careful here not to be too affectionate, but one last touch to let Stephen know he was here for him wasn’t too much, was it?
From Stephen’s grateful look, no, it wasn’t.
The funeral home was cool inside, welcomed after the oppressive heat outside, and Russ glanced around the space. The decorations were bland, inoffensive; someone’s idea of soothing good taste although it looked stuffy to him. A smiling middle-aged woman appeared out of nowhere and greeted Stephen. “Mr. Parker?”
Stephen smiled at her, but it was forced. Too tight. “Yes.”
“I’m Myrna Lambert. My husband, Waylon Lambert, will be with you gentlemen in a moment.”
“Nice to see you again, Mrs. Lambert. This is my partner, Russ Bishop.”
Russ reached out to shake her hand and noticed the momentary hesitation, the tiny look of shock and discomfort that crossed her face before it was wiped away by a too-bright smile. “Mr. Bishop.” The handshake was quick and perfunctory, the smile fake and uncomfortable.
Russ murmured a few pleasantries and was grateful when she turned back to Stephen. “Why don’t you have a seat in the front parlor.”
She showed them to a room at the front of the house. It was cozy, although there were high ceilings, and Russ could see what a beautiful home it must have been. There was even a fireplace. The gas logs were lit which seemed odd with the sky-high temperature outside. He and Stephen took seats on a couch that was more comfortable than it looked. Although in good shape, it was upholstered in an ice blue fabric that looked like it hadn’t been updated in years.
“Would you gentlemen like anything to drink? Coffee, sweet tea, water?” she asked.
“Water, please,” Stephen said tightly.
Russ asked for the same, and she bustled out the door as if she couldn’t get away from them fast enough. “Well, that could have been worse, I suppose.” He tried to be optimistic. In truth, he was a little surprised Stephen was so upfront about their relationship off the bat, but maybe he figured it was better to get it out of the way immediately.
Stephen nodded. “True.”
Mrs. Lambert returned with icy-cold bottles of water a moment before her husband joined them. He was white-haired with a bushy mustache and a far wider waistline than Stephen’s; his face was lined despite the fact he probably was only ten years older than Stephen.
Either his wife had warned him, or he was a much better actor than she was, but he didn’t blink when Stephen introduced Russ as his partner. After the tedious pleasantries about how the drive from Atlanta had gone, talk turned to planning the funeral. Stephen seemed tense but otherwise all right. Russ drank his water and watched him as the discussion about caskets, flowers, and music took place. Stephen wanted the service to take place at the funeral home instead of the church, after which, Beau Parker would be buried beside his wife Louisa in the cemetery outside town.
Mr. Lambert cleared his throat. “Generally, you would have contacted the pastor first, but since you’re from out of town, I suppose I can take care of those arrangements.”
Stephen nodded stiffly. “I would appreciate it.”
“And what of the viewing?” Mr. Lambert asked.
“I’m not interested in one.”
“Sir, that’s highly irregular,” the other man sputtered.
Stephen’s tone was even, but Russ could see the tension in his body, the anger. He wanted to run his hand along the tight muscles of his back. “Well, my father was ill with Alzheimer’s for the past seven years. I’m the only remaining family he has, and he was not a popular man. There are perhaps one or two people in town who even knew him. I don’t expect more than a few people at the church and possibly only my partner and myself along with a family friend at the gravesite.”
“If it’s the ... err, cost,” Waylon said, “I am sure we can come to some arrangement for something tasteful and affordable.”
“It isn’t,” Stephen replied, his tone crisp, almost icy. “I am willing to pay whatever the necessary cost; I am simply not sure why a viewing is necessary.”
“Perhaps something small, Monday evening, for the people you mentioned, then he could be buried on Tuesday?”
Russ saw a muscle in Stephen’s jaw clench as he gritted his teeth. “Fine.”
“Very good, sir.”
The conversation continued, and Russ more or less tuned it out to watch Stephen’s reactions. By the time the conversation wrapped up and they walked out onto the porch into the early evening heat, Stephen looked nearly ready to explode, although it was all hidden under a thin veneer of manners.
“Are you okay?” Russ asked quietly, feeling the weight of the hot, humid air again. He glanced over at Stephen and caught a glimpse of a young man standing in the funeral parlor window, staring at them. He was tall and lean and dressed in a black suit. Russ couldn’t quite pinpoint the expression on his face. It seemed sad almost, wistful, but the moment their gazes met, he jerked as if startled, turned, and disappeared. Russ stared after him for a moment before he shook it off and decided it probably had nothing to do with them. They were at a funeral home; there were sad people there all the time. The guy had probably lost someone close to him and wasn’t even looking at them.
Stephen stepped forward, moving toward the steps that led to the sidewalk. “My head is killing me,” he answered, rubbing his temple as they walked to the car. “I want to stop at a drugstore before we go anywhere else.”
“Sure. What is the plan for tonight?” Russ asked, hoping they’d have a chance to be alone soon.
“I need to stop by and see Miss Esther before I do anything else. Then, we’ll either go to the motel in town—it’s low-budget but I checked online and from the reviews it seems to be decently clean at least—or we can head to the nearest larger town with something better.”
Russ shook his head. “The motel in town is fine with me.”
Stephen nodded and unlocked the car with a quiet beep. “Let me get something for my head, then we can go to Miss Esther’s.”



Chapter Two
Unthinking, Stephen held the door for Russ as they walked into the pharmacy, his other hand on his partner’s back. He caught the curious glance of the woman walking behind them and cursed to himself. This already? Granted, Myrna Lambert would probably have the titillating news of an older man arriving with his young, male lover across town in a matter of hours, but he didn’t need to speed up the process. He didn’t regret his honesty about who Russ was to him; it felt wrong to hide, even to people like Myrna. He hadn’t liked the woman when he met her during his mother’s funeral, and she appeared just as false and judgmental as she had been then. He could be subtle and discreet about touching Russ when they were in public, but he wasn’t about to deny who he was or what he meant to Stephen. He knew he’d need to lean on Russ for emotional support in the next few days; he didn’t have the emotional wherewithal to deny himself that and try to hide his feelings. He wanted to avoid conflict—especially for Russ’ sake—but going back in the closet wasn’t the answer.
They were silent as they walked toward the back of the store to the painkillers. Stephen felt like his head might explode if he didn’t get something in him soon. He rarely had headaches, but the stress of the last week and this trip knotted his shoulders and neck. The pain made his head throb and feel like his brain was three sizes too big for his skull.
“You could have stayed in the car,” Russ said, giving him a worried frown when he rubbed his head. “I would have come in to get it for you.”
“Not sure what they stock here.” Stephen looked around. It was a chain store, so they seemed to have everything he was accustomed to seeing, but he hadn’t been sure.
More people passed them, shooting them sidelong glances. Was it so obvious he and Russ were gay? Or were people merely staring because they were new in town. Unfamiliar. He felt paranoid. On edge.
Stephen stopped in front of the wide array of painkillers and found something that promised to be fast-acting and work on tension headaches. He grabbed the biggest bottle, knowing his headache probably wouldn’t fully subside until they left Putnam.
“I’m going to grab some water then we can head out,” he murmured. Russ had been perfect so far: supportive, encouraging, a strong, silent presence beside him. The only reason he’d made it through the meeting with Waylon Lambert and his wife. He couldn’t wait to get to the motel and shower off the feel of the town he hated so much. It had changed, and so had he, but not enough.
As they passed by the condom section of the aisle on the way to the coolers in the back containing bottled water, a teenage couple stared at them. “Should we buy condoms?” Russ asked quietly, and Stephen gave him a quizzical look.
“Why would we need them?” It had been a month and a half at least since they’d stopped using them, shortly after Russ moved in. Another layer of commitment.
“Just to freak them out,” Russ said, a smile twisting the corner of his mouth as he nodded subtly toward the teenagers still staring at them. The girl turned red and looked away.
Stephen chuckled. “Tempting.” He leaned in and whispered in Russ’ ear. “I did pack plenty of lube though so we should be all set there.”
“Good.” Russ smiled, and Stephen responded with the first genuine smile he’d had on his face since they arrived in town. “I was kidding, anyway. Just wanted to see if I could make you smile.”
Stephen discreetly brushed his hand against Russ’ back. “It worked.”
Once Stephen had the water, they went to the register and paid for their purchases, Russ sliding a packet of chocolate peanut butter candies onto the counter with a grin. Stephen was pleased to see he didn’t even offer to pay. For once. They were making progress.
They had a long way to go, but Stephen honestly believed the talk they had Friday night—Jesus, was that really last night?—had done them both good. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe all their issues were solved, but with his past along with Russ’ hang-ups about relationships out in the open, they had a chance at making some progress.
He never should have hidden so much from Russ. As much as his past with Jeremy had been something he’d wanted to keep to himself, it had been foolish and shortsighted. He could have lost Russ because of it. He swiped his debit card through the machine as he wondered how he would have made it through this without the man he loved. He’d been alone when he buried his mother, the raw emotion of Jeremy’s accident still fresh in his mind at the time. Now, he would have Russ beside him at his father’s gravesite—that thought was all that kept him going.
He was lost in his thoughts as Russ thanked the store clerk and grabbed the crinkling plastic bag. In the car, he gulped down too many painkillers and jumped when he felt Russ’ fingers touch his thigh. “You sure you’re okay, aside from the headache?”
“Yeah, just ... distracted,” he said, tone apologetic as he closed the lid on the water bottle. He put the car in gear and backed out of the spot. “I’ll be fine. I have you, right?”
“You have me,” Russ said firmly, and Stephen felt the tension in him ease a fraction. It wasn’t the fast-acting painkillers that did it but knowing the man he loved was by his side. Russ made him feel like he could handle anything.
Miss Esther lived on the edge of downtown in an old brick home on the main thoroughfare. It had changed little over the years. There were still cheerful red geraniums blooming in pots on the porch and old wicker chairs that looked like they might shatter under his weight if he attempted to sit on them. There was a porch swing on the other end that he remembered sitting on when he came into town to arrange for his father’s stay at the nursing home, years ago. He could hear the creak of the metal chain and feel the soothing, gentle sway. Then, he’d sat in the dark listening to the quiet town as it closed up for the night, wanting nothing more than to have someone next to him to mend the lonely hole in his heart.
He glanced over at Russ as he knocked on the old wooden door, the brass knocker worn from years of use. “I love you,” he said quietly, but Russ didn’t have time to answer before the door opened.
Miss Esther looked the same as she always had. Her short curls, thin and nearly white, haloed her face. Her dark skin hid the wrinkles well, but there were still lines around her eyes and mouth from years of smiling. Her dark eyes shone brightly behind her thin, gold-rimmed glasses, and Stephen smiled back as she cried out in pleasure. “Why, Stephen Parker as I live an’ breathe.” He leaned in and was engulfed in a hug from the small woman. She felt frailer than she had the last time, although her hug was strong.
“Hello, Miss Esther.”
She let go of him but grabbed his hand as he straightened. Her hands were cool and soft in his, the joints slightly bent with arthritis. “Handsome as ever, I see.” He smiled down at her and watched as her expression sobered. “I am so sorry I didn’t call about your daddy, Stephen. I was visiting my children in Alabama when he passed. I only got home this afternoon.”
“That’s all right,” he reassured her.
She turned to Russ, who had been hovering behind Stephen. “And who might this handsome young man be?”
Stephen drew in an apprehensive breath. Esther Wilson had known he was gay for years, but she’d never met any of his partners. She was a sweet woman who’d assured him that Jesus loved everybody, and Stephen loving men didn’t change her feelings about him either, but it still made him anxious. “Miss Esther, this is Russ Bishop, my partner. We live together.” Somehow that seemed wholly inadequate, but how else could he explain to her how much Russ meant to him? He wanted her to know this wasn’t some man he kept around because it was convenient, but the man who filled a place in Stephen’s life that no one else had.
She let go of Stephen’s hand as she looked between the two of them, and Russ shifted so his shoulder brushed Stephen’s as if seeking reassurance. “Well, I don’t know as I think much of the age difference between you,” she said briskly, “but you wouldn’t have brought him with you if you didn’t care for him. You’re welcome here, Russ.”
Stephen let out the breath he’d been holding, and Russ looked startled when she stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said quietly.
“Just Miss Esther,” she said briskly. “Now, get inside before you heat up the indoors. I have tea and cookies, and I won’t hear any arguments about you stayin' for dinner.”
Russ looked vaguely shell-shocked as Stephen guided him in the door in Miss Esther’s wake, and Stephen bit back a smile. The woman was nearly ninety, but spry as ever, and she’d always been a force to be reckoned with.
Her house was dim and cool, the shades drawn against the sun, and the thick brick walls kept out most of the heat. Fans whirred in the distance as she led them into the homey kitchen. It truly hadn’t changed since he’d last been there. The same checkered oilcloth covered the oak kitchen table with the same mismatched chairs. The brown, faux-tile vinyl flooring gleamed as always and everything was neat and tidy in its place. The appliances were the same almond shade they’d been thirty years ago, and the kitchen still smelled of lemon.
“Have you made plans for your daddy’s funeral yet?” Miss Esther asked as Russ followed Stephen’s lead and took a seat at the table.
“Yes. I came here from the funeral home.” Lambert’s was the only one in town. “Viewing on Monday evening and funeral Tuesday. I didn’t want to do a viewing, but Mr. Lambert pushed, and I was too tired to argue.”
Miss Esther gave him a sympathetic frown. “Waylon Lambert is far more concerned about his bottom line than anything else, but in this case, he’s right. You should have one.”
“Who will come, Miss Esther?” Stephen asked quietly. “Besides you and Russ? Maybe a few of the nurses from the nursing home, but I can’t imagine my father endeared himself to them.”
She gave him a mildly shocked look as she set a plate of cookies on the red and white tablecloth. “Why, half the town, of course! By Monday the obituary will be out plus Myrna will make sure plenty of people know you’re here with your ... young man. Of course, they’ll come. Don’t you know? A funeral isn’t about those who have passed on; it’s about the living.”
Stephen groaned and dropped his head into his hand, his elbow braced on the table. “I hadn’t thought about that.”
“We’ll have the reception here after the funeral,” she said briskly. “I’m already making plans.”
“I don't want one,” Stephen protested, taking the heavy brown ceramic pitcher of sweet tea she was attempting to lift and filled their glasses. "I appreciate the offer, but that's one thing I'm firm on."
“You always were stubborn,” she said tartly. “I suppose you won't be budged.”
Somehow, she made Stephen feel like he was eight again. "Not in this case."
“So be it. Now, you two eat up.”
Stephen took a bite of an oatmeal cookie and closed his eyes for a moment as the sweet raisin-spice flavor crossed his tongue. He’d missed Miss Esther—and her cooking—more than he realized.
Despite their protests, she bullied Russ and Stephen into retrieving their luggage from the car and into a bedroom upstairs. She ignored his insistence that they planned to stay in the motel on the other side of town and told them to be down for dinner at six-thirty sharp before pulling the door shut behind her with a decisive tug. Russ turned to Stephen, bewildered. “What just happened?”
“Miss Esther happened,” Stephen said with a small smile before his expression grew serious. “You don’t mind, do you?”
Russ shrugged. “If she doesn’t care about us sleeping here together, it’s fine by me. If you’re happy here and we have some time alone, that’s all that matters to me.”
Stephen put his arms around Russ and drew him close, breathing in the familiar woodsy scent. “She’s fine with us. I thought she would be, but I had to be sure.”
Russ let out a sigh and rested his cheek on Stephen’s shoulder, his breath tickling the side of Stephen’s neck. He didn’t say anything, and Stephen felt the tension that had been plaguing him all day finally let go. Here, in Miss Esther’s house, with his arms around the man he loved, he could relax.
“How’s your head?” Russ asked a few minutes later, straightening to look Stephen in the eye.
“Better. Headache isn’t totally gone though.”
“Lay down on the bed,” Russ instructed, stepping back. “I’ll give you a massage.”
Stephen’s instinct was to argue but he nodded instead, shrugging out of his jacket and laying it on the worn, amber velvet chair. The room was generously sized for an old house, with a window overlooking the side yard and a door that led into the bathroom it shared with the room next to it. The old, wide-plank wood floors were covered with a faded but clean rug. A small table with a lamp and a chair stood in front of the window, and there was a wood dresser across the room with another lamp, doilies, and a decorative vase.
Russ rummaged in his suitcase as Stephen stripped out of his shirt and shucked off his pants, adding them to the pile on the velvet chair. In his briefs, he peeled back the bedspread—white with big yellow cabbage roses with green leaves—and settled on the crisp white sheets. They were thin from years of washing but soft and sweet smelling, with little embroidered roses decorating the edges of the top sheet and pillowcase. Despite the lack of air conditioning, the room was a nice temperature thanks to the whirring fan; early evening sunlight crept around the edges of the shade and through the sheer curtains. He was already drowsy when Russ settled over him, thighs on either side of his hips.
“At least, the bed doesn’t squeak,” he murmured, and Stephen laughed softly. At the moment, he was too damn tired for sex, but he was sure he’d want—no, need—to make love to Russ before they headed home on Tuesday.
Stephen buried his face in his pillows to stifle a moan as Russ’ slick hands landed on his shoulders. Being quiet might be more difficult than he anticipated. The massage lulled him into a drowsy state, stealing the tension from his body and leaving a loose-limbed relaxation. He grumbled sleepily as Russ coaxed him to roll onto his back, his eyes remaining closed.
With the tension gone and his headache a distant memory, he wanted to sleep. But he felt a soft kiss on his inner thigh and obligingly lifted his hips as Russ shimmied his briefs off him. He lifted a hand—heavy from exhaustion—and touched Russ’ hair, rubbing affectionately as the man trailed soft, wet kisses from Stephen’s thigh to his groin. Russ’ nose nudged Stephen’s half-hard cock as he nuzzled Stephen’s balls, painting short, wet stripes across them. Stephen shifted, groaning quietly, the sleepy lassitude mingling with arousal.
Normally, Stephen took the lead in bed—they both preferred it—but now Stephen was content to let Russ lavish him with attention. His mind drifted as Russ’ touch firmed his cock with slow, easy strokes. He was relaxed when Russ’ wet mouth engulfed him in slippery heat. He let his thighs fall open as Russ cupped his balls, rolling them in his hand as he suckled the tip of Stephen’s cock, drawing out a quiet, throaty moan that was hopefully masked by the fan. Stephen vaguely remembered the walls of the house were thick and dampened sound, and he had a moment of gratitude before the haze of pleasure stole the thought away.
A short while later, he was surprised by the gentle swipe of a slick finger against his hole—Russ rarely penetrated him—but it wasn’t startling enough to draw him out of the dreamy sweetness of his pleasure. His head lolled on the pillow, eyes closed, as the probing finger slipped inside him, filling more than just his body with its careful touch. He could feel Russ everywhere in him, filling his heart as he came with a sudden, belly-clenching spurt of pleasure into his lover’s mouth. He was half-asleep by the time Russ pulled away, and he only dimly remembered Russ sliding in beside him on the narrow bed, curling around Stephen to hold him close before he was out completely.
***
Stephen awoke to the beep of a phone, and Russ reached over him to turn it off. Stephen stretched, his hands bumping the wall as his shoulder popped. He rolled on his side to look at his lover and was rewarded with a sleepy, loving smile.
“Hey, you’re alive.”
“I feel surprisingly good,” Stephen replied, taking stock of himself: headache gone, pleasant feeling of satiation in his cock and balls, well rested and content. “Thank you.”
Russ smiled and kissed his chest. “Any time.”
Stephen ran an affectionate hand over Russ’ short-cropped dark hair. He'd gone to get a haircut first thing that morning while Stephen finalized their plans. Stephen was slightly baffled by how much had taken place in the last few days. Their fight felt like it had been weeks ago, not days, and he could hardly believe he’d only learned about his father’s death the day before. It had been an eventful twenty-four hours. Russ settled back, head against the pillow, one arm bent up over his head in a way that made his bicep pop. Stephen’s mouth went dry with the urge to sink his teeth into it, and he brushed back the covers, exposing Russ’ body to his gaze. Had this bed ever held a man as beautiful?
Russ’ eyes were dark, his lips pouty from sleep. His jaw held a faint shadow of dark stubble, the skin of his chest smooth as it curved over a muscular chest. Stephen ran a thumb between his pecs, down the line bisecting his sculpted abs, into the shallow indentation of his navel, to the top of his low, gray boxer briefs tented from his arousal.
“When you look at me like that I feel like I’m the only man in the world,” Russ said gruffly.
“You are.” Stephen’s voice was so low it was gravelly. He bent his head and licked a tight brown nipple, fully intending on repaying the pleasure Russ had given him earlier.
Russ’ hand stilled him. “We have dinner with Miss Esther in fifteen minutes.”
“Damn it,” Stephen swore as memories of where they were and why they were there rushed over him. He lifted his head to scowl at Russ, who merely smiled back.
Stephen scowled again when he saw his reflection in the mirror above the bathroom sink. He looked old, damn it. Haggard. He ducked his head and wet his hair. It was standing on end from his nap, and if he couldn’t take years off his looks, at least he could pull himself together. He groped for a towel when his hair was thoroughly wet and felt Russ hand it to him.
“Thanks.” He straightened, toweling his hair dry with brisk movements as he turned to look at his lover. “And thank you for the blow job earlier,” he said, letting the frustration seep from him, wanting to hang onto the contentment he’d felt when he awoke.
“Any time. It was sort of nice, being in charge for a change.” Russ winked at Stephen and slipped between him and the sink, setting his toiletry kit on the yellow-tiled countertop. He unzipped it and pulled out the product he used in his hair—a thick, waxy pomade.
Stephen paused, letting the towel drop to his shoulders as he watched Russ warm a little product between his palms. “Is that something you want?”
“On a regular basis?” Russ turned to look at him. “No. But I liked being able to do it for you this time.”
“Okay.” Stephen set the damp towel on the counter and stole a dollop of the paste from Russ. He liked it and was constantly borrowing it, to Russ’ great amusement. He stepped behind Russ to work it through his hair, forcing the unruly section to lay neatly. “I can repay you later,” he added, referring to the sexual favors, not the styling product.
Russ dragged his hands through his own hair one last time and wiped his hands on the yellow towel as he turned to face Stephen. “I thought we were working on being equals. You don’t owe me anything in bed, Stephen. I thought a massage and a blowjob would help you relax. That’s all. I didn’t expect repayment or anything else. I give what I can, and what I want to, and I expect you to do the same.”
Stephen swallowed and nodded, taking the towel from Russ so he could clean his owns hands. He was struck by the intimacy of the moment. Both of them were naked aside from their underwear, but it had more to do with the way their emotions were laid bare to each other. It had been so long since he’d shared that with anyone, and it was going to be difficult for him to get used to. For Russ, he’d do his best.
“I will,” he said softly. “And thank you. Now you better get dressed because you’re a little too tempting for me to ignore when you’re nearly naked.”
Russ grinned and left the bathroom, a slight sashay to his hips as he walked away to dress, as if he knew Stephen’s gaze followed him the whole way.
Miss Esther had just placed a pork roast on the table when they walked into the dining room. Stephen’s mouth watered, and he saw Russ’ eyes widen as they took in the table covered in food.
“I’ve missed your cooking, Miss Esther,” Stephen said, taking the pitcher of sweet tea she held. He would swear she made gallons of it daily.
Russ earned a smile from Miss Esther when he held out a chair for her, and she gave Stephen an approving nod.
The brown sugar glazed pork loin melted in his mouth, along with the corn pudding, collard greens, and buttery rolls. Miss Esther could cook traditional Southern food better than anyone he knew. His mother had been a good cook, but Miss Esther was better.
Miss Esther fussed when dinner was over and they offered to help her with the dishes, but she relented eventually. “I have my complaints with her, but your momma raised you right, Stephen Parker,” she said as he carried plates into the kitchen. “I never did think it right that she told you to leave.”
Stephen sighed. “What’s done is done, Miss Esther.”
“Isn’t right,” she said stubbornly. “You can’t help lovin’ him any more than I can help the fact I loved Mr. Wilson.”
Russ gave Stephen a puzzled look, and Esther patted his arm as she walked past, disappearing into the living room. She returned with two framed photos, and Stephen set the plates on the counter by the sink and stood beside Russ. “My first husband,” she said, showing the age-spotted sepia photo of a good-looking young African-American couple in simple clothes outside of what looked like a courthouse. From the clothes, Stephen guessed it was sometime in the 1940s. “Fredrick Thompkins. He was good man, but he died in the war when I was twenty.” He winced, remembering she’d been widowed at a young age. She’d raised two girls on her own and run a boarding house alone for years. She was a strong woman. He wished his mother had been half the woman Miss Esther was.
“I met Reginald Wilson in 1964. He owned the hardware shop in town, and I told him he was plumb crazy when he told me he wanted to court me.” Russ chuckled, smiling at Stephen, but his expression grew more serious when she held up the photo of them. Reginald Wilson had been white. In 1964, interracial marriage had been illegal in Georgia. Esther’s voice sounded almost dreamy as she continued. “He used to bring me flowers. Fixed my gate half a dozen times. By the time Washington told us it was legal for us to be wed, I was already in love with him. I loved him because he was a good man. Hardworking. God-fearing. Love don’t always make sense. It don’t always follow laws. It just is.”
Stephen swallowed past the lump in his throat and cupped the back of Russ’ neck so he could look him in the eye. “You’re right about that, Miss Esther,” he said quietly. “You’re right about that.”
After the dishes were done and the kitchen was clean, the three of them sat on the front porch, Russ beside him on the creaking swing as Miss Esther knitted and told Russ stories about Stephen growing up. "Before you leave, I’ll show you the photos I have,” she promised Russ, and he enthusiastically agreed. Stephen’s gaze flew to the elderly woman.
“You have them?”
“Sure do,” she said easily, the clack of the needles never pausing. “Your daddy tried to throw them out when your momma passed, but I wouldn’t let him. I’ve been hangin’ onto ’em for you.”
“Oh,” Stephen replied, feeling strangely shaky. He’d thought every memory of his childhood had been tossed out.
“They’re in a box in the blue bedroom,” she said. “You can get them down from the shelf in the closet for me tomorrow.”
“I’d love to see them,” Russ said, his tone eager as he leaned forward. Stephen was less sure of how he felt. On one hand, he was relieved to know it hadn’t all been destroyed. On the other, he wasn’t sure how much of his past he could face this weekend. Then Russ’ knee nudged his, their thighs pressing together. As the katydids droned in the background, Stephen felt himself relax, remembering he didn’t have to face it alone.



Chapter Three
In the morning when they came downstairs, Miss Esther had just finished cooking breakfast. There was fresh hot coffee, grits, biscuits, gravy, and ripe, sweet peaches. She placed the food on the table, told them to eat up, and pinned on a hat for church, lecturing Stephen that he should go with her. He politely declined and sipped his coffee, while Russ inhaled the food like he’d never eaten before. Russ had seen the affection on her face as she shook her head and left without another word. Russ was grateful. The funeral was going to be awkward enough. Russ hadn’t been to a church in years and had no desire to start now.
“You sure you don’t want to go?” Russ teased after she walked out the door, mopping up the last of the sausage gravy with his final bite of biscuit. He stuck the fork in his mouth and almost moaned. He hadn’t had food this good since he’d eaten at Aunt Caroline’s table. He couldn’t help but compare Miss Esther and Aunt Caroline. Despite being relatively close in age—although Miss Esther was older—and both were practicing Baptists, they couldn’t be further apart in personality. Far from disapproving, Miss Esther had been remarkably understanding about their relationship. Then again, Aunt Caroline was the kind of person who sneered at the idea of interracial marriage and would have looked down at Esther and her second husband.
Stephen snorted quietly into his coffee. “I’m quite sure, thank you. The funeral service will be bad enough.”
“Not religious?” Russ asked. It was a conversation he and Stephen had never had.
“No. Raised Baptist like most people in the area, but I haven’t gone to church since I last lived at home—well, with the exception of my mother’s funeral that is. I have no desire to go back.”
“I don’t either,” Russ admitted.
Stephen’s lips tightened as he set down his cup. “I won’t support an organization that believes our relationship is an abomination.”
Russ laid a hand on Stephen’s arm. “Neither will I.”
Stephen sighed and pushed his hardly-touched plate away. Russ wondered if the subject upset Stephen enough to kill his appetite. Then again, Miss Esther’s portions were enormous; Russ was being a glutton this morning. “I suppose I believe in God in some vague way, but I don’t think about it often.” His father had attended church but Russ had gone as much to see Addie as anything else. He remembered sitting on the hard pew between his father and sister. He could picture her big dark eyes and pigtails as she flipped through the pages of the hymnal, bored and restless, swinging her legs and almost kicking the back of the pew ahead of them, making Aunt Caroline scowl at her. The minute he left for college, he’d stopped going to church, and he hadn’t looked back.
“I don’t have a problem with God,” Stephen said. “I have a problem with religion.”
Russ nodded; that made sense to him. “What do want to do today?” he asked, changing the subject.
“Turn around and drive straight back to Atlanta.” Stephen said in a dry tone as he sat back.
Russ chuckled. “Sounds nice, but ...”
“But we need to stick around a few more days,” Stephen said with a tired sigh. “Yes, I know.”
Russ polished off the last bite of peaches and sat back. “What do we need to do today? Is there anything for the funeral we need to take care of?”
Stephen shook his head. “I paid to have the funeral home take care of the flowers and all of the other details, so we’re free to do whatever we’d like.” He hummed thoughtfully. “I suppose we could take a drive. I could show you the farm where I grew up.”
Despite his offer, he didn’t look terribly happy about the idea, and Russ reassured him, “We don’t have to if you don’t want.”
“No, it would be good. I’m sure it’ll be the last time I come to this town, so I might as well lay it to rest along with my father.”
Russ nodded, unsure of what to say. Stephen had a lot to come to terms with in the few short days he was going to be in town. All Russ could do was stand beside him.
They cleared the table and washed the few dishes that remained. Standing side by side in Miss Esther’s homey kitchen as Russ washed and Stephen dried, Russ wondered what it would be like introducing Stephen to his family. The last of Stephen’s family was now dead, and Russ supposed Miss Esther was the closest person Stephen had now. Not that Russ was complaining. He thought Esther Wilson was one of the kindest people he’d ever met, and he was grateful she’d welcomed him with open arms even if the age gap made her eyebrows raise.
Russ’ sister, Addison—although initially wary about their relationship for the same reason—seemed to be coming around too. Since his visit to Jacksonville earlier that month, they’d tried to stay in contact more with emails, texts, and the occasional phone call. Unfortunately, little had happened with the charges against the date-raping asshole she’d gone out with. Too many lawyers threw around words like “alleged” and “attempted”, but if Addison hadn’t been able to fight back and run, she would have been raped. It made him angry to know the guy would probably get away with it, although there was some hope if it happened again, a prior act would be there in the records. At least, he thought it would be. But what the hell did Russ know about the legal system aside from watching movies and television?
Still, the awful incident had brought him closer to his sister, and he’d been working hard not to let that slide. She’d sounded genuinely sorry to hear about Stephen’s father when Russ texted her to let her know what happened. Hopefully, once they were back in Atlanta and life settled down a little, they could take a trip to visit her in Florida. Although—Russ mentally calculated his remaining vacation time—he didn’t have a lot of wiggle room. His sprained ankle and this trip were cutting into it. Not that he would have dreamed about staying home, but he couldn’t constantly be taking time off. Peter—Russ’ boss and Stephen’s friend—had been more than willing to give him the time off, but he didn’t like feeling as if he was asking for favors because of the connection his boyfriend had with his boss. He’d done enough damage to his career by messing up the reports for the Kirkwood account, and he was trying his damnedest to repair it. The last thing he wanted to do was ask for extra favors. He’d have to put in extra work when he got home, show them how committed he was to his job.
Russ felt a hand on his arm. “I think the plate is clean enough.” Stephen’s voice was gentle, but when Russ shook his head to clear it and turned to look at him, he saw Stephen frowning at him quizzically. “You okay?”
Apparently, he’d been washing the same plate for a while. “Yeah, sorry. I’m distracted.”
“Anything you want to talk about?”
Russ rinsed the dish and handed it to Stephen. “Thinking about Addie and work. I’d like to visit her so she can meet you, but I need to balance it with my job. I’m not complaining; I want to be here, but I need to put in some extra time if I can when we get back. I don’t want to neglect you or my sister, but ...”
“I understand. Work is important to you and you’re ambitious. I like that.” Stephen’s gaze was warm as he set the plate on the counter and slung the towel over his shoulder, leaning in for a brief kiss. “You’re exactly the kind of man I’ve always wanted in a partner. We’ll find a way to work it all out. We’ll find a balance.”
Russ smiled, wanting to reach out and touch Stephen, but unable to because his hands were still dripping water. “Sometimes, I just wish it didn’t have to be so damn difficult.”
Stephen hummed thoughtfully as he turned away to put the dishes away in the old, built-in cupboard. It was coated with so many layers of paint the sharp edges seemed rounded and the door stuck. It flew open when Stephen gave it a sharp tug. “It can be. Anything worth having is worth investing the time in though.”
“Spoken like a true man of finance.” Russ pulled the plug in the sink and watched the dirty water swirl down the drain. “But you’re right.” He rinsed his hands and wiped down the sink before drying them. “We’ll figure it out. And being with you is certainly worth it.”
***
Dressed casually, they drove out of the town of Putnam, heading southwest. The sun beat down hot as they flew by fields of corn and soybeans.
Russ could feel Stephen’s tension as they turned onto a rutted, overgrown driveway. Stephen parked the car and looked at Russ for a long moment. The pain on his face was palpable and it made Russ ache. “We don’t have to do this,” he reassured him, but Stephen shook his head. “I need to.”
“Okay.”
Gravel crunched under their feet as they walked from the car toward the house, and he got his first look at Stephen’s childhood home.
It was a low, squat rectangle—wider than it was deep. Rusty red metal roofing topped with a dilapidated brick chimney sat on a house with siding that might have been white originally but was now so full of rot it was difficult to tell. A low porch was the only decorative element, and its roof was mostly gone. The columns leaned inward, and the porch floor was intact only because it was made of concrete, so mossy and covered with algae it was more green, brown, and yellowy-orange than gray.
The center of the front of the house had two windows, side by side, and flanking them were two front doors. He’d seen it before on older houses but he never quite figured out why. Better ventilation for muggy summer days maybe?
Surprisingly, both doors on the front of the house were intact, but the windows had panes missing. Russ had certainly seen abandoned farmhouses before, but it was difficult to reconcile the appearance with Stephen’s—their, he corrected himself—current home.
“It’s in rough shape,” he commented, and hoped Stephen wouldn’t see it as an insult. He glanced over, and Stephen’s brow was furrowed.
The older man nodded and stuck his hands in his pockets. Even in jeans and a T-shirt, he looked elegant, out of place here. “It’s in worse condition than the last time I was here,” Stephen admitted. “But that was twenty-five years ago.” He chuckled quietly. “You see why I never had a problem with the place you lived in with Monty? Granted, this place was in better shape when I grew up but not by much. It was still a small, shabby little farmhouse; a few screws and a prayer away from falling apart.”
Russ shrugged. It did make sense. “Yeah, my house wasn’t much better growing up, either. A doublewide on a slab with a few acres and some trees. The place settled weird, so none of the doors closed properly and all of the cabinets hung open. My father always talked about fixing it up but he never had the time or the money.”
Stephen nodded, looking lost in thought as he began to walk. Russ fell into step beside him as they circled the abandoned house. There were remnants of a vegetable garden, overgrown with weeds, and an apple tree, split and lying on the ground. It must have happened fairly recently because there were still apples growing on it, although some of the ones on the ground had begun to rot. Bees buzzed lazily in the hot sunshine. Stephen paused beside a large, ancient tree with what used to be a swing dangling from a wide branch. He pushed the rotting rope and it creaked as it swayed.
“I fell off the swing a few times,” Stephen said. “Broke my arm once. My father was so pissed.” He smiled though, as if the memory wasn’t a bad one, and began walking again. Russ followed, liking these glimpses of his normally closed-off boyfriend.
They wandered through the pecan grove; the shade welcomed on such a hot late-summer day. Planted in long, wide rows, the trees were huge, their branches spreading wide over the scraggly grass and weeds. Russ could imagine when it was well cared for; it must have been beautiful.
“Pecans are getting close to being ready to harvest,” Stephen commented, stopping to pick one up off the ground. The outer green hull was split, revealing the nut inside. The dry grasses were littered with fallen nuts and more hung heavy on the trees. “It’ll be an early one this year.”
For a moment, Russ could imagine Stephen working on the farm, in beat-up clothes, dusty and sweaty from physical labor. His mouth went dry picturing it.
“Looks like it would have been a good harvest,” Stephen continued. “Shame it’s all going to waste.”
“The land is nice,” Russ commented.
“It could be. Now a developer owns it; not that they seem to be doing anything with it. Apparently, the company bought it years ago when there was talk of a highway going through nearby. Never happened, so the place was left to rot.” Stephen sighed heavily, a scowl crossing his face. “I wish I’d known what my parents were going through. How close they were to losing the farm. I wouldn’t have let it get foreclosed on. Christ, I could have afforded to buy it.” He threw the pecan he was holding, and it hit the trunk of a tree with a loud crack that made Russ jump. A muscle in Stephen’s jaw ticked for a moment, then his shoulders slumped, a huge gust of air escaping him. The tension in him seemed to dissipate as they began to walk again, so Russ let the momentary outburst slide without comment.
As they left the shade of the pecan trees, the ground grew uneven, and he had to watch his feet to make sure he didn’t end up in a rut. It was a field of some sort, completely overgrown and wild. “What would you have done with the farm if you had bought it?” Russ asked eventually.
“I don’t know. Sold it to someone who was interested in farming it rather than turning it into a strip mall. Hired someone to farm it for me. I’m not sure. Maybe it’s a ridiculous idea. I just feel like I should have done something.”
“That’s generous given the way your parents treated you.”
Stephen ripped at a tall weedy piece of grass, twirling it in his fingers as they walked. “Family, loyalty, they mean a lot to me. Maybe too much.”
“How do you not hold a grudge? Sometimes, I am still so angry at the way my mother left.”
“I hate to say it, but some of it’s come with age.” Stephen’s mouth twisted at the corner. “I used to be more inclined to hold grudges, but it never seems worth it in the end.”
“I’ve tried to let go of it. In college, I even thought for a while about trying to track her down and contact her, but I changed my mind.”
Stephen stopped and put a hand on Russ’ arm. “If at some point you do want to find her, let me know. I’ll help. We could hire a private investigator. Unless she’s trying to hide, it shouldn’t be that difficult.” His expression was earnest.
“I’m not interested, but thank you.” He held up his hand when he saw Stephen open his mouth, knowing what he was about to say. “It isn’t about the money, honestly, and I appreciate your offer. I just decided it wasn’t going to help. It would only dredge up old feelings.” Stephen relented with a nod, and they began walking again. “In my head, she did what she had to. She had postpartum depression, and she left before she hurt us, or herself. But what if that isn’t the truth? What if she never wanted Addison and me? What if she had kids because that was what everyone expected, and she resented us the whole time?”
“Russ ...”
He could hear the pain in Stephen’s voice, hurting because he hurt. “Trust me; it’s better this way. I can live my life believing the best about her. I don’t want to find out otherwise. It would break Addison’s heart.”
“And yours?”
Russ nodded, but couldn’t speak over the lump in his throat. He felt Stephen’s shoulder brush his, but he didn’t think for a moment it was because of the uneven ground. They continued to walk to the far part of the field, sweat drenching their clothes as they continued in the Georgia heat. Insects droned as they walked through a field that stretched out as far as the eye could see, ending at a thick wooded area. There wasn’t a house or road in sight. Russ saw the glint of sunlight on something ahead, and he squinted at it, wondering what it was.
As they got closer, he realized it was a swimming hole, little more than a shallow depression in the ground. Trees ringed one side of it, but the rest was open field. “I used to swim here all the time,” Stephen said as they approached. He pointed to the wooded end. “It’s spring fed and empties into a creek down that way; keeps it clear and fresh.”
“No wonder you bought a place in a building with a pool,” Russ said, feeling his worry fade as they reached the edge of the water, blue from the reflected sky. A bird lazily swooped over the flat, smooth water. Tranquil. There was no breeze to ruffle its surface. Must have been a nice place to swim. He wished he could picture Stephen as a child easier, but it was difficult to imagine him as anything but a fully-grown man. From the color that mingled in with the silver, Stephen must have had dark hair, and obviously, he’d been handsome—probably was a cute kid—but Russ couldn’t picture anything else about his lover when he was young.
Stephen cocked his head, giving Russ a long, speculative look. “Want to swim with me?”
“Now?”
“Yes. Come on; we’re both dripping sweat, and there’s no one for miles. Swim with me.”
Russ hesitated for a fraction of a second before nodding. Why the hell not? he thought. They were completely alone out here. The water would feel great, and when had he ever turned down getting wet and naked with Stephen? “Sure, let’s do it.”
Stephen grinned and reached behind his head for the back of his shirt, pulling it off in one fluid motion. Normally fastidious about his clothes, Stephen seemed devil-may-care as he tossed it on the ground. Russ couldn’t move, too busy watching Stephen unbuckle his belt, his gaze never leaving Russ’. Hotter than the air around them, the focus and attention in his gaze made Russ’ heart pound.
Stephen’s voice was almost sultry. “I thought you were going to join me.”
“I was—I mean, I am ... I’m just watching you.”
Stephen paused, his fly open and his thumbs in the waistband of his jeans. “Now I want to watch you.”
Russ took off his clothes slowly, his skin heating with every moment that passed. Stephen’s gaze continued to rake over his body, and when he felt the first brush of air across his hardening cock, he shivered. “Never done this before,” he admitted.
Stephen gave him a shocked look. “Never gone skinny-dipping? I thought that was a rite of passage for every Georgia boy. Girls too, I suppose, but I never wanted to see them.” He winked, pushing his jeans down, and the pants fell to the ground in a heap. His briefs followed, and Russ stepped toward him.
“Yeah, never did it. I was so busy being a good boy, making sure I kept my nose clean, and working my ass off, I didn’t have time for goofing around. I worked as a bagger in a grocery store in the summers, trying to save up. My friends were getting drunk and high, and I was trying to pick up extra hours.”
Stephen nodded. “In the summer, I worked the farm, but on hot sticky nights, I liked to come out here and swim. Lay out under the stars and float. Imagine all the places in the world I could go, once I got out of here.” He turned and waded out into the water. Russ watched his glutes flex as he walked, the skin there paler than the rest of his body. Russ had seen him naked every day for months now, but the sunlight made everything different. He seemed hyper-real, too intense. Stephen turned and walked backward, beckoning for Russ to join him. “Come on, beautiful boy, swim with me.”
That was an invitation Russ could never refuse, and with a smile, he followed Stephen in. At the top, the water was warm from the sun, cool below from the springs feeding it. It wasn’t particularly deep, but he discovered parts that were over their heads. They swam lazily, skipping the normal laps they did in the pool in their building, instead soaking in the sunshine and fresh air. The feel of the water on the sensitive skin of his groin made Russ’ skin tingle all over. It was shockingly different from being naked in a shower or bath. The sight of Stephen, smiling and relaxed, made him happy. The weight of their pasts, the fight, and Stephen’s father’s death fell away.
For a while, they drifted, lazily kicking so they could float on their backs, and Russ felt the tension that had been in him since they left Atlanta ebb away. “Did you ever bring anyone here before?” he asked eventually.
“Men I was dating? No. Jeremy is the only one I would have considered bringing to town, and I didn’t come back here while I was with him.” Stephen’s words came out slow and lazy.
“No, I didn’t mean that,” Russ said, cracking one eye open to look at Stephen. He felt guilty he’d accidentally brought up a touchy subject, but Stephen’s eyes were closed and he had a half-smile on his face as he floated, arms splayed wide. “I meant bring a guy to this swimming hole when you were younger, a guy in town or something.”
Stephen’s smile widened, although his eyes remained closed. “I swam here with friends as a kid, and when we were older, there was a guy who lived a few farms over who came here with me sometimes. I had a crush on him.”
Russ tried to imagine a young Stephen again and failed. “Did anything ever happen?”
“Sadly, no.” Stephen sounded amused by the idea. “Not that I didn’t want it to; I remember how aroused I was when we went skinny-dipping together. Of course, at sixteen, almost anything is a turn on, isn’t it? I think maybe if times had been different, if we’d both been braver, we might have jerked each other off at least. Sometimes, I’d catch him watching me and he’d look away, but his eyes always seemed to wander back. Although, I wasn’t any better. I was so afraid though, so terrified he’d realize I was attracted to him. I didn’t know how he’d react. The preacher made it clear what he thought of gays, and the rest of the town fell right in line.”
“It must have been difficult hiding.” Russ swam closer, searching for the bottom of the pond with his feet.
“It wasn’t easy,” Stephen admitted. “I can’t imagine going back to that.”
“Is that why you introduced me to the funeral director and his wife?”
“I couldn’t stomach the thought of denying who you are to me. It felt wrong.” Stephen righted himself and reached out for Russ, putting his arms around Russ’ midsection to pull him close. “I love you too much to hide it.”
Stephen rested his forehead against Russ’, and he closed his eyes as Stephen’s lips touched his. Even damp from lake water, Stephen’s upper lip tasted salty from sweat. He let out a low groan against Russ’ mouth and gripped the back of Russ’ head in his large, strong hands. It was always intense between them, but there seemed to be something especially needy in his kiss right then. There was nothing hurried in Stephen’s movements, but still, Russ felt Stephen’s heart racing in his chest, felt the tension and desperation in his touch. There was something powerful in that need.
The sweet tangle of their tongues and Stephen’s warm, broad palm skimming down his back felt so right. He groaned against Stephen’s mouth and felt the press of Stephen’s cock against his thigh. The water slicked their movements but it was impossible to get enough friction, especially since they had to kick their legs to remain afloat. Stephen reached between them, lining up their cocks and trapping them between their bellies before cupping a hand on Russ’ backside.
Stephen moved them toward shore until their feet found solid ground. Their hips rubbed lazily together as they kissed. The water was chest height, lapping at Russ’ nipples, and the contrast between the hot sun and cooler water made his head swim. Stephen’s strong arms wrapped around him, hoisting Russ up until his legs wrapped around Stephen’s hips. Stephen’s fingers moved lower, sliding between his cheeks, and Russ’ breath caught at the feel of the strong, blunt finger probing his entrance. Already tight from the cool water, his balls drew up further at the sensation. Stephen ended the kiss and drew back, gaze steady on Russ’ face. “Tell me if it hurts.”
Russ nodded, feeling his breath catch as the pressure increased and Stephen’s finger moved inside him. With only water as lubrication, his body resisted, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. The burn made his pulse throb in his throat as his heart beat hard and fast. “It’s good,” he said with a quiet groan. “Oh God, Stephen, it’s so good.”
His cock jerked and just as his eyes drifted closed he saw Stephen smile. Russ didn’t know whether to rock back on Stephen’s thick finger or forward to rub his cock against the hard planes of Stephen’s abdomen so he did both. He moved back and forth, feeling the scrape of his nipples against Stephen’s chest and the way his lover’s middle finger seemed to find Russ’ prostate and rub it just right. The familiar tight, achy pleasure built in his groin and seemed to spread outward until his whole body felt like dry tinder waiting for a match. Ready to burn.
Stephen’s lips moved to his throat, licking and sucking lightly, making Russ shudder. “Come on, beautiful boy,” Stephen coaxed, the words vibrating against his skin. “Come all over me.”
Russ’s fingers slipped on Stephen’s slick skin, his hips moving erratically as he struggled to find the perfect pressure to send him over the edge. Stephen’s finger finally did it. It curled and stroked, and with a shocked gasp, Russ spasmed, clenching around him as the match lit and he went up in flames, fingers digging into Stephen’s shoulders.
He threw his head back and cried out, every muscle tight and straining as he felt the pulse low in his groin and the flood of heat between their bellies, hotter than the water around them. “Stephen,” he said with a gasp. His body curled, abs tightening as he continued to come. By the time he was spent, white spots danced on the edge of his vision, and the pleasure had become almost painful. He sagged forward, panting harshly against Stephen’s shoulder.
“God, I love watching you come like that,” Stephen murmured.
Russ could feel Stephen’s cock, hard against his stomach, and he wanted to make him come, but he felt drained. The hot sun beating down on them made him lethargic, and for a moment, he thought he could fall asleep exactly as he was, in Stephen’s arms, drifting in the water.
The harsh call of a bird startled him out of his daze, and he lifted his head to see Stephen watching him with a small smile. Stephen carefully eased his finger out, but it still made Russ wince. “Sore?” Stephen asked, frowning.
“A little.” Russ clenched, and he felt Stephen run a soothing hand across his ass cheek. “Not bad though.” He smiled at Stephen and disentangled their bodies, letting his feet fall to the bottom of the pond. “Worth it.”
He pushed lightly at Stephen’s chest, feeling the hard muscle under his palm. “Your turn.”
Russ walked Stephen backward until they were both standing at the edge of the pond in knee-high water. Russ grabbed his shirt from the pile of clothes on the shore and spread it out on the grassy edge, nodding toward it. “Have a seat.”
Stephen’s eyes gleamed as he did so, and he leaned back, propping himself on his hands. Russ stared at him for a long moment, eyes traveling over Stephen’s body. Although not particularly bulky, he was solid and toned, shoulders wide, and thighs long and strong. The contrast of the skin underneath the swimsuit he normally wore was shockingly pale against the tanned skin. That was the only disadvantage of swimming in the rooftop pool at their building; when they laid out in the sun, they had to cover up or risk scandalizing the neighbors. In the sunlight, his skin was ruddy, lightly freckled across his chest and shoulders. Russ wanted to kiss every single one.
Russ dropped to his knees and put his hands on Stephen’s strong thighs. He didn’t waste any time, grasping Stephen’s cock in his hand, swiping his tongue across the tip. He could taste Stephen’s skin and the salty bitterness of his pre-come under the murkiness of the water, and he wanted more. He licked his palm and let it slide up and down Stephen’s shaft, coaxing another pearly drop from the head. It glistened in the sunlight and he suckled it off, dropping his head to engulf Stephen’s cock again. Stephen groaned and widened his legs as Russ rested his elbows on the grassy edge, the sharp, prickling stalks digging into his skin. He ignored the discomfort and focused on Stephen instead, falling into a rhythm as he slid his mouth and hand up and down. Stephen’s warm palm landed on the back of his head, firm but gentle, as he guided Russ' movements.
A slight breeze washed over them, and Russ felt his skin prickle from the feel of the soft air on his bare skin as he knelt, half in the water, working Stephen over. He used one hand to cup Stephen’s balls, the skin there soft and damp. He felt the pressure against the back of his head increase, pushing on the edge of what he could take without gagging, but the moment he offered any resistance, Stephen eased up, his hand caressing the back of Russ’ head.
Stephen’s low, rumbling groan of pleasure was familiar, and Russ knew he couldn’t be too far off. Russ gripped the base firmly and relaxed, letting Stephen control the pace as Russ fondled Stephen’s balls with the other hand. Stephen’s whole body tightened, muscles clenching, and Russ felt how hard he fought to keep from slamming Russ’ head down farther. Russ felt the pulse in Stephen’s balls a brief moment before his mouth was flooded with the release. He drank Stephen down, slowing his movements until he simply held Stephen in his mouth for a moment.
Russ could feel Stephen’s thighs—lightly dusted in hair—rub against his shoulders. The sweet, musky scent of his skin mingled with those of the fresh water and summer air. He slowly released Stephen with a final caress of his tongue against the head that made Stephen let out a contented noise. Russ opened his eyes to see Stephen staring at him, blue eyes bright, and an expression on his face Russ could only describe as adoring. He crawled up Stephen’s body, the grasses tickling his knees as he left the water and hovered over his boyfriend.
Stephen grasped the back of Russ’ head in his hands and pulled him into a kiss as he lay back. For several long moments, they lay there kissing, Stephen’s tongue slowly exploring his mouth. Russ felt his cock stir again, and he flexed his hips against Stephen’s. Stephen let go of him, bringing an arm up behind his head as he shook his head at Russ. “Hard again already?”
Russ gave him a smile and a lazy shrug. What could he say? Stephen was hot; it didn’t take much to get him going.
Stephen chuckled and grinned up at him. “Ahh, youth.”
Russ rolled his eyes and dropped to the ground beside Stephen, ignoring the prickling grasses and God knows what else beneath him in favor of being closer to Stephen. “This is nice,” he said, liking the feeling of the heat baking into his skin, warming him down to the bone. The faint breeze on his bare skin and the lazy sounds of nature around him were relaxing.
“Shame there aren’t any nude beaches in Jacksonville,” Stephen said. “I would have taken you to one when we go to visit Addie.”
“As long as we don’t invite her along, sure,” Russ agreed, teasing. He never thought for a moment Stephen meant to invite Addie. “That would be nice. Although I’m not entirely sure I like the idea of everyone there eying what’s mine.”
Stephen chuckled and rubbed affectionately at the back of Russ’ head with his fingertips. “The feeling is mutual. Besides, I think I have more to worry about than you do.”
“Shut up,” Russ muttered, not wanting to get into the tired argument. Overall, Stephen was confident, but he occasionally had a streak of self-doubt. Stephen was touchy about the age difference, and his perceived view that Russ was better looking just because he was younger annoyed Russ. “I’ll go to a nude beach and let you parade around naked to prove it. You’d have men all over you.” Propped on one elbow, he leaned down and nipped at Stephen’s pec with his teeth, dragging his mouth lower to lick and suck his nipple. “And I’d make sure they all knew you were mine.” Russ let his free hand drift to Stephen’s groin, caressing his spent cock and balls, because he could. “This is mine.”
Stephen let out a low, throaty groan. “Feeling possessive?”
“A bit.”
Russ looked up at Stephen as he stretched his arms above his head. “I’d hate to see you feeling extremely possessive then,” he replied drily.
Russ laughed and continued to fondle Stephen. “Oh, come on, it goes both ways.”
Stephen gave him a crooked grin, white teeth gleaming. “It does.” He sat up abruptly, knocking Russ back. “Shit, sorry,” he said, reaching out. “Damn. Something bit me.”
Russ sat up and frowned at him. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I think so, but it startled me.” Stephen twisted his torso so his back was to Russ.
Russ could see a red welt on Stephen’s shoulder blade. He brushed his fingers across it and leaned in, kissing the skin right above it. “Looks like an ant bite or something.”
Stephen stood. “We probably should get up and dressed. There’s bound to be hundreds more around, and there are some places I’d rather not get bit.”
Russ grinned and took the hand Stephen offered him. “At least it wasn’t a snake.”
Stephen shuddered. “The thought of a cottonmouth or copperhead getting its fangs in me isn’t a pleasant one. Especially when I’m naked.”
They brushed each other off, looking carefully for ants or any other biting insects. Russ swept away the pieces of dry grass that clung to Stephen’s sweaty skin and thought the trip to Putnam certainly hadn’t been all bad. Russ had learned a lot about Stephen he never would have otherwise. He felt closer to Stephen than he ever had.
After they dressed—carefully shaking out their clothes—they walked back toward the house. Or at least Russ assumed they did, he wasn’t entirely sure how the farm was laid out but he trusted Stephen to get them back. By the swimming hole, Stephen’s mood had been light and easy, but as they walked through the pecan grove and the house came into sight again, a weight seemed to descend. His steps slowed and his expression grew grim. Russ’ own good mood faltered at the sight.
“You okay?”
“Thinking about the last time I was here.”
“Want to talk about it?” Russ asked.
Stephen shook his head. “Not right now. I will, I promise, but I need a little time.”
Russ nodded, willing to give Stephen the chance to grieve in whatever way he needed. Russ wasn’t about to let it go completely; Stephen’s unwillingness to discuss his past with Jeremy had been one of the problems in their relationship, but Russ could give him some space until he was ready.
When they finally reached the house, Stephen paused with one hand on the corner of the building, and bowed his head for a moment. Russ felt a lump rise in his throat at the sight of Stephen saying goodbye to the place. He had no doubt this would be the last time Stephen came back to Putnam County. He stood quietly while Stephen said his goodbyes, and when he finally lifted his head, the grief in his blue eyes made Russ ache. He settled a hand on Stephen’s upper back as they walked to the car, thumb rubbing his neck above the collar of the damp T-shirt. There were no words to make this any easier for the man he loved, and Russ hated the impotent uselessness that filled him at his inability to do more.



Chapter Four
Stephen felt bone-deep weariness sink in as they climbed the steps to Miss Esther’s porch. It wasn’t the long walk on the farm, or the oppressive heat and sunshine, but Stephen’s emotional state. He was utterly exhausted, and despite the pleasant interlude of swimming and making love to Russ, he felt on edge again. Memories of the last time he’d been at the farm haunted him, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to face them head-on. Russ knew the gist of what happened, but he didn’t know the details.
Stephen wanted to tell him, he honestly did, but it would break open old wounds, much older than the ones about Jeremy’s accident. Was it possible for a man to live to be nearly fifty without emotional scars? Stephen didn’t know. His felt particularly raw at the moment though, and he needed some time to let it all settle.
They took turns showering, and when Stephen stepped out of the bathroom, he saw the room was empty. He dressed in clean clothes and walked down the wooden staircase, following the sound of voices in the kitchen. He paused in the hallway outside.
“What was Stephen like as a kid?”
Miss Esther laughed. “An adult. Oh, Russ, he was so serious; such a little man. He was quiet, thoughtful. He’d look at you with those bright blue eyes and it was like he was trying to figure out what made you tick. Oh, he had his rambunctious moments, I suppose. But for the most part, he was a serious little boy. I remember one time, his daddy brought him in the hardware store my husband owned and he spent the time sorting all of the bolts and screws so they were in their proper spots.”
Russ chuckled. “That sounds like him. Thankfully, we’re both pretty neat, so we don’t find much around the apartment to fight about.”
“You’re good for him,” Miss Esther said, her tone thoughtful. “I wasn’t sure what to think of you two, but I see it now. The way he looks at you ... well, it was the way my Reginald looked at me. Like he’d throw himself in front of a bullet for ya’.”
“I certainly hope it never comes to that.” Russ’ laugh was uncomfortable. “Stephen seems to think the town is going to be against us. Is that true?”
Stephen heard the elderly woman sigh, and he leaned his shoulder against the wall to listen. Her voice was gentle when she responded. “I don’t know, child. Some people will be. This town is better than it was when Stephen left, but it’s not Atlanta. It can’t hurt to be cautious.”
“Did you ... did you and your husband have problems with people?”
Miss Esther chuckled. “No, but they had problems with us.” She grew more serious. “It was a different time, Russ, but I know what you two face isn’t so far off. We had some threatening phone calls; someone threw a brick through the window here, and another time someone spray-painted somethin’ horrible on the store. I never knew exactly what it said—Reginald didn’t want me to see it—but we survived it. There are still a lot of folks here who believe Jesus is capable of hate. They think He’s tellin’ ’em to hate when all His messages are about love. But not everyone feels that way.”
“I’ve been wondering how they’d react to us. Myrna Lambert certainly didn’t seem thrilled.”
Miss Esther scoffed. “Myrna Lambert is a nosy, self-righteous woman who deserves to have a taste of her own medicine. She’s harmless though.”
“But is everyone around here? Or should I be watching my back?”
Stephen straightened, clearing his throat as he walked into the kitchen. “I’m not going to let anything happen, Russ.”
Russ turned to look at him, a faint expression of surprise crossing his face as he stood. “I know. I just wanted to talk to Miss Esther about it. I want to be prepared for anything we have to face.”
“I honestly don’t know what to expect, Russ,” Stephen admitted. “I know I’m not willing to lie about you or hide what we are to each other. If it gets bad, you don’t have to stay. Maybe it’ll be easier that way.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Russ slid an arm around Stephen’s back. “I can handle it, Stephen. I’m not going anywhere.”
“You shouldn’t have to handle it,” Stephen argued.
“Neither should you,” Russ countered. "But if you have to deal with bigoted assholes—sorry, Miss Esther—it's not going to be without me by your side.”
From the stubborn tilt to Russ’ jaw, Stephen didn’t doubt it. He didn’t think he could keep Russ away if he tried. And, truth be told, he didn’t want to.
He let out a heavy sigh and pulled Russ closer, brushing his lips against Russ’ temple. “You’re a stubborn little shit, you know?” he murmured in his ear, too quiet for Miss Esther to hear.
Russ laughed, relaxing. “Sure am. That’s why you love me.”
“That’s the truth,” Stephen said.
“You two aren’t alone,” Miss Esther said tartly, and for a moment, Stephen thought she was making a comment about their affection. He stiffened, wondering if he’d crossed a line. “I’m behind you, and there are other good people in this town, Stephen.”
Stephen relaxed, realizing she meant she supported them as a couple. “Are there any openly gay people in the area?”
“A few, but they don’t come into town often. They keep to themselves. Mostly, people in town like to speculate about the female gym teacher with short hair and a couple of men who live together and run the mechanic’s shop out on County Line Road. Don't know if they're gay or not but it doesn’t take much to make tongues start wagging.”
“I don’t understand why people stay,” Russ said. “Why not move to a bigger city? Even Macon wasn’t bad.”
Stephen shrugged. “It’s not always so easy, Russ. Just because I walked away without much of a look back doesn’t mean everyone else can. People have roots here, family here; they don’t want to leave. They shouldn’t have to leave.”
“Of course, no one should have to move,” Russ said. “I guess it’s difficult for me to imagine staying in a small town where I had to hide when there’s a whole other world out there.” His hand slid along Stephen’s lower back, thumb caressing his side as he pulled Stephen closer. The gesture was unconscious, so natural, like they’d been together years instead of months. Stephen felt his skin warm, and it occurred to him that if he and Russ had met here in Putnam, and Russ had wanted to stay, Stephen would have tried to find a way to endure it. There were few situations he wouldn’t endure for Russ.
***
After another of Miss Esther’s incredible dinners, they helped her clean up. As he followed her into the living room, Stephen decided that Russ’ promise to still love him if he gained fifty pounds might be put to the test after this week. He hadn’t eaten like this in years, but at the moment, he was too mentally drained to care. Besides, if Russ made it through the next few days without wanting to run in the opposite direction, Stephen would have nothing to worry about.
They spent most of the evening in companionable silence. They watched the news while Miss Esther knitted and Russ played on his phone. Stephen had checked his work emails to be sure there was nothing urgent he needed to address, but none were critical. They could wait until he got back to the office in a few days. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed. On the one hand, it was nice to know he didn’t need to deal with what was happening at the office on top of everything else he was coping with, but on the other, it might have made a good distraction.
They went upstairs shortly after Miss Esther did, and as Stephen shut off the television and turned out the lights, he realized he’d been avoiding thinking about the visitation the following day. He wasn’t mentally prepared for it, but he didn’t know what he could possibly do to make himself ready. If only he’d had a better relationship with his father. Simply mourning the man would have been something he knew how to handle—awful, but straightforward. He wasn’t sure how to approach dealing with his feelings about his father and their relationship; they were too complicated.
By the time he walked out of the bathroom and climbed into bed beside Russ, he was no closer to knowing how he should deal with any of it. Russ gave him a distracted smile and returned to whatever he was doing on his phone, his thumbs flying over the keys as he typed.
Stephen lay back, propping himself against the headboard with a couple pillows. “Talking to Addison?”
“Hmm?” Russ turned to look at him. “Oh, no, not Addie.”
“Should I be concerned?” Stephen asked lightly, not truly meaning it. Russ had a smile on his face that might have made him suspicious if he trusted Russ any less.
Russ let out a loud, barking laugh he bit back almost immediately. “God, no; I’m talking to Monty.”
Stephen chuckled. Russ’ former roommate was ... unique to say the least. From what Stephen could tell, a good guy, if not exactly driven or particularly together. “And how is the incomparable Montgomery Doyle?”
“A mess, as always.” Russ shook his head. “There’s some girl he has a crush on, and he wants advice. I told him to shower and get a haircut.”
Stephen chuckled. “Solid advice.”
Russ rolled his eyes. “I also told him asking me for advice makes no sense; what the hell do I know about dating women?”
“Have you ever?”
“Dated a woman? Nope,” Russ said, shifting so he could look Stephen in the eye.
Oddly enough, they’d never discussed this before; Stephen was curious. “Not even a single date?”
Russ shook his head. “No.”
“You must have been popular in high school though.”
Russ laughed. “Hardly. I was exhausted from working while I went to school, so I never went to parties, and I studied too hard to be considered cool. Don’t get me wrong, I had a few friends I hung out with, but it wasn’t like I had girls beating down the door to date me. I was so busy I didn’t have time for them. Or, at least it was a good excuse.” Russ grinned.
“I bet you were cute though.”
Russ shrugged and set his phone on the nightstand. “I was okay-looking. Never got any complaints from the few guys I did hook up with. I was only out to my family and one friend in high school, but I managed.”
“How did you find guys in Macon County anyway?”
“Online, mostly.”
Stephen gave him a wry grin. “Right, it’s a whole other world now. I had to make do with Buckhead’s club bathrooms; you had Grindr.”
“Come on, I’m not that young. Grindr came out what, four ... five years ago? I was like ... fifteen when I fooled around with a guy the first time.”
“And you met him online?”
“No, the first guy was the cousin of a friend of mine. He was visiting for the summer, and after a while, we figured out we were interested in each other. There were lots of awkward moments because neither of us wanted to out ourselves, but we figured it out eventually. We spent the rest of the summer making out and dry humping in his car any chance we got.” Russ laughed ruefully. “Okay, maybe not so dry. It was just as well I did the laundry for the house, and my dad was gone all the time.”
“Was that before you were out to your dad?”
“Yeah. The guy left in August, and I told my dad a few months later. After I turned sixteen and bought a beat-up old car so I could go to work, I’d go to the library and meet guys in chatrooms. Yahoo chat or whatever.” He laughed. “I had a cheap cell phone, and if I had enough money for gas, I’d go meet them.”
“Older?”
Russ gave him a crooked grin. “A bit. College guys at Macon State and Middle Georgia mostly. The first time I let a guy fuck me was in a dorm room, and his roommate walked in on us. So embarrassing, but the roommate backed out and yelled at him to put a sock on the door next time. I fucking panicked but he was totally cool with us being gay, he was just pissed he had to see it. That’s when I decided I was going to Middle Georgia.” Stephen chuckled as Russ continued. “So yeah, that got me through high school while I kept under the radar. I applied to Middle Georgia and Macon State. Middle Georgia was too expensive, but I got a small scholarship to Macon State. At the time, they didn’t have any on campus housing so I got a cheap ass apartment and I was out of the closet starting the minute I moved in. Didn’t have time to date, but I found a few guys to keep me occupied.”
“You didn’t date at all?”
“No time. I was scrambling to keep my GPA up and work enough hours to pay for school. I had to take a few semesters off to work when I didn’t have enough to pay for tuition.”
“I do admire your hard work. You accomplished a lot.”
“Not as much as you.”
Stephen shook his head. “Russ, you have time. At twenty-eight, I had just started as an accountant at Vantage, and I rented an apartment in midtown—not far from our place now, actually—but before they revived the area. It was pretty rundown in those days. I had to put sheets along the edge of the door to keep the pot smoke from the neighbors from wafting in, and for several months, I used a wrench to turn the kitchen faucet handle because the landlord was too lazy to fix it. Success didn’t happen overnight; it took time.”
Russ nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, that’s true.”
“You can’t measure your success against mine, or at least not against my success now. For a twenty-eight-year-old, you’re doing damn good. Be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”
“I’ll work on that.” Russ turned on his side and looked at Stephen. Stephen raised an eyebrow at him in silent question. Russ wanted something, Stephen just wasn’t sure what.
“So, I told you about the first few guys I was with; you want to tell me about yours?”
“Sure,” Stephen agreed, relaxing. His hesitation to talk about his past didn’t include this topic. The men he’d been with in college were ancient history and hadn’t meant anything to him. “I wasn’t quite as brave as you; I didn’t kiss a man until after college.”
Russ gave him a crooked smile. “Plenty of guys fuck without kissing.”
Stephen chuckled. “True. In fact, that’s more or less what I did at first. My freshman year of college, I didn’t do anything. I was too chicken-shit, too scared I’d do something and get outed, ruin all my chances. But by the time I was a sophomore, I couldn’t handle it anymore. I gave in and went to a club in Buckhead,” he said, referring to the district of Atlanta that had been popular with gay men in the 80’s. He chuckled. “I was so damn nervous. I remember looking over my shoulder as I walked in the door, sure someone I knew would see me. It took a couple drinks before my hands stopped shaking, and even then, I just stood there. I couldn’t believe I was in a place that would let men be together openly. Watching men dance together—practically fucking on the dance floor—I thought I must be dreaming.”
Russ propped his head up on his hand. “So you weren’t on the dance floor seducing men left and right?”
Stephen let out a choking laugh. “You seriously overestimate my confidence then.” His tone sobered. “I was attracted to men but hated my desires. I resented being gay, Russ. In those days, if I could have woken up one morning suddenly attracted to women I would have jumped at it. I was still carrying a lot of baggage: from my family, from the church I’d grown up in, from all the people who told me being gay was wrong. There were no men like your Uncle Gary for me to look up to. I needed a man’s touch, and I hated myself for it.”
Russ frowned. “I guess a few times I thought it would be easier to be straight, but I never truly wanted to be.”
“I did. For a long while, I wanted that more than anything.”
“So what changed?”
“It was gradual. The first night at the club, I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to act, or what to do to pick up a man.”
“I bet all it would have taken was a smile.”
Stephen chuckled. “Turns out all it took was me whipping out my cock. The memory’s rather hazy because I was drunk, but I remember staggering into the bathroom. I pulled out my dick in front of the urinal, and I realized there were guys in there fucking. Sucking each other off. I was so hard I could hardly piss, but as I finished, this guy walked up next to me. He didn’t say a word to me, just wrapped his hand around my cock. I was too shocked to realize what was happening, and he barely had me in his mouth before I came.”
“So what happened after?”
“I zipped up and ran out.” Stephen chuckled again. “But I came back a few weeks later. That time the guy sucked me until I was hard and begged me to fuck him. I was shaking the whole time, but I did it. I felt sick after. The sex itself was better than I’d imagined, but I felt so guilty. And it was such a sleazy club. I didn’t like the thought of sex being a dirty, furtive act in the bathroom with some stranger. I wanted a bed and a man I knew. Hell, at least a man whose name I knew. But I thought it was all I deserved. All I’d ever get.”
“Oh, Stephen,” Russ’ voice was full of compassion. Stephen knew it was worlds away from Russ’ experiences. But so much had changed in the twenty years between when Stephen first explored being gay and Russ did. There was little comparison.
Stephen shifted on the bed, getting more comfortable. “Over the next few years, I wrestled with myself. I tried to keep from going to the club, tried to go on a few dates with women, but it was a disaster. The guilt and disappointment didn’t go away, but the doubt did. I knew I was gay; the only way I’d be satisfied was to be with a man. I’d drag it out as long as possible between visits, but I couldn’t stop myself. I had to go. I’d go to the club, find some eager, willing guy, fuck him, and go back to campus, feeling sick. It wasn’t a happy time for me. I was popular, doing well in my classes, but this big secret hung over me that I was sure would ruin it all. It’s no way to live.”
“I can’t imagine it.”
“Be grateful. Society has come a long way; it’s easier for kids these days, or at least for the ones who don’t live in places like Putnam.”
“If you hadn’t told me, I never would have guessed it was such a struggle for you. You seem so comfortable with yourself now.”
“I am. It took years though.”
“So what changed, exactly? I remember you said you met a gay couple, but how did that happen?”
“I’d gone on a few dates with women in college, often enough that people assumed I was straight but too busy to date seriously. With my class load and the hours I worked as a tutor, plus baseball, it was plausible. I kept going to clubs and fucking men, feeling guilty and ashamed of myself. By my senior year, I was nearly at my breaking point. Living a lie, telling everyone I was straight wore on me. I decided to try it, see if I could handle being with a woman. It was the one and only serious attempt I’ve made at a straight relationship. There was a girl in my Strategic Management course. Sheila was a nice girl: intelligent, pretty, ambitious; she had a lot going for her. I suppose if I’d been straight, she was the kind of woman I would have wanted to be with. I liked her as a friend, and I enjoyed spending time with her. I thought maybe I could force myself to want her.” Poor girl, he’d bruised her ego a few times with his disinterest in sex, but she’d recovered when he finally came out thanks to her brother Tom. He could never forget Tom. “It lasted for the better part of the school year. I didn’t go to the clubs in Buckhead, and I did my damndest to force myself to feel an ounce of desire for her. We were great outside the bedroom, but I could only lie about my lack of attraction for so long.”
“I sure couldn’t do it,” Russ said with a sympathetic smile.
Stephen sighed. “I felt so guilty when I’d pretend to be too tired for sex or too drunk. She’d get this disappointed look in her eyes, and I knew she deserved better. After the commencement ceremony at graduation, I went out to dinner with Sheila, her parents, Tom, and his partner—I think his name was Dave. She’d told me about her brother Tom before but hadn’t mentioned he was gay. I think dinner was a test; she wanted to know if I could accept him. What she didn’t realize was I wanted nothing more than to be him. I was utterly fascinated by Tom and Dave. I’d never seen a gay couple like them. Just an ordinary couple. Not a queen or a leather daddy, or a man dying of AIDS. Not like any of the faces of gay culture the media showed. A couple of guys who loved each other and were brave enough to show it in public. It was a complete turning point for me. As much as I wanted to be successful in the business world, I wanted a life like they had every bit as much. More, really.” He swallowed hard, remembering the shaky, surreal feeling of finally saying it aloud to Sheila. “I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t lie to her. So I told her I was gay.”
“How did she react?”
Stephen shrugged. “She was pissed at first; I think she hit me with a pillow. But she was angry with me for lying, not for being gay. Once we talked and she stopped crying, it got better. She wanted me to be happy. We spent a lot of time talking about my feelings about being gay. Her family was liberal, open-minded. College professors, I think. They’d accepted Tom right off the bat, and it was so freeing to finally talk to someone without worrying what they’d think of me. We remained friends until she moved to Tennessee for her husband’s job. I haven’t thought about her in years.”
“I’m glad you had that,” Russ said. “I certainly knew I had to hide being gay until I got to college, but once I was there, I was pretty much out to everyone. I feel lucky.”
Stephen nodded; Russ had been lucky. So much had changed in the time between when he came out to when Russ did. Hell, even in the time between when Russ graduated high school and now. Ten years ago, Stephen would never have dreamed that DADT would be repealed or that gay couples would have the option to marry. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like in another ten. “It was a slow process for me, but I gradually came to accept that being homosexual was simply another part of who I was. Being able to come out at work was a huge step for me, and I worked with a gay-straight alliance group at UGA for years.”
“Where you met Jeremy, right?”
Stephen nodded. “Yes. By then I felt comfortable in my own skin, comfortable with my life and the direction it was heading. Then when Jeremy’s accident happened, it gutted me. I thought I’d never find a relationship like that again.” Stephen let out a sigh, brushing his thumb across Russ’ cheekbone. “I love you, Russ, and I’m so damn grateful to have you here with me right now.”
Russ rolled to his other side to turn out the light and slid back so he was spooned against Stephen. His legs tangled with Stephen’s as he pressed close. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”
Stephen pressed a kiss to Russ’ shoulder and wrapped an arm around Russ’ midsection. He let out a contented sigh at how right it felt. It had taken him years to get to this point, but looking back, he wouldn’t take any of it back for the world. Oddly enough, he realized if the timing had been different and he and Russ had been roughly the same age, they wouldn’t have worked as well as a couple. At twenty-eight, he had been nowhere near as comfortable with who he was as a gay man.
For all of Russ’ worry about them being equals, in some ways, Russ was far ahead of him.
Russ sighed, his body beginning to soften with sleep, and Stephen closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to the back of Russ’ head. Tomorrow would be a trying day, but with Russ by his side, he thought he could manage it.
Hopefully.



Chapter Five
Stephen seemed more or less his usual self in the morning. Perhaps a little quieter than he typically was and the circles under his eyes were definitely darker than normal, but he seemed calm. The tension around his mouth was the only indication how stressed he still was.
Miss Esther fed them breakfast again, and after, they discussed their plans for the day.
“The viewing is at five this evening; I’d like to get there around four-thirty, but we have the rest of the morning to do as we’d like. Would you like to see downtown Putnam in all its glory?” Russ heard the wry note in Stephen’s voice.
“If you think that’s a good idea.”
“I think I don’t want to hide in Miss Esther’s house the whole time we’re here.”
“Okay,” Russ agreed, wary, but trusting Stephen’s judgment.
There wasn’t much to see downtown. As they strolled down the tiny main street, Russ could feel people’s curious gazes on them. He and Stephen didn’t touch—or do anything to indicate they were a couple—but still, people watched them. Despite Stephen’s attempt at casual, he didn’t look like he belonged. He wore jeans and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up his forearms, but the denim was too dark, the shirt too tailored. His brown leather shoes were too stylish. Compared to the distinctly unfashionable clothing most of the people in town wore, Stephen looked like a model.
Then again, it wasn’t just his clothes; the man was striking. He turned heads in Atlanta. In Putnam, where most of the men his age had beer guts and no ass to hold up their pants, it was like seeing a Lamborghini at a monster truck rally.
Russ felt wary, on edge, waiting for something to go wrong. As they passed the library and a bank, Russ heard a few whispers. “Is that ... ?” “Are they ... ?”
People grew silent as they got closer, their words trailing off, but it wasn’t difficult to put the pieces together. People stared, some out of the corner of their eyes, others more blatantly, but when Russ’ gaze met theirs, they always looked away. Some sheepishly, a few with a look of sneering disgust.
He tried to act normal as Stephen showed him around town, but it was difficult. He wasn’t used to the blatant scrutiny and judgmental stares. In Atlanta, he and Stephen had been on the receiving end of a few sidelong glances, but they were far more subtle than this and directed more at the age gap than the fact they were gay. Here, he wasn’t sure what they meant. It made him feel like an animal in the zoo: on exhibit, a curiosity. It made him feel like he’d done something wrong.
After they passed the chamber of commerce office, Stephen paused in front of an old brick building. It had a different name on the sign now, but Russ could see the old, flaking paint that proclaimed it Wilson’s Hardware.
“This is the place Esther’s second husband owned?” Russ asked.
“Yes.” A bell tinkled as Stephen opened the heavy old door with black paint so thick it looked like it might crack off. Stephen nodded at the man behind the cash register, and the old, grizzled man regarded them suspiciously as he worked the chewing tobacco in his mouth. Russ tried not to grimace.
A familiar smell met him as they walked across the old, scarred wooden floorboards. Russ hadn’t been in a hardware store in years, but the smell was instantly recognizable. It reminded him of the one in the town where he’d grown up. Dusty smells of old wood mingled with the sharper scents of metal and fertilizer. Places like this carried a little bit of everything. Frankly, he was amazed this hardware store had stayed in business. Most had gone under thanks to big box stores.
“I haven’t been in a place like this in years,” Russ said. “I used to go with my father all the time though.”
Stephen smiled at him as they walked slowly down a long aisle. “Me too. Brings back memories.”
“How did your family know the Wilsons? Same church?”
Stephen snorted quietly. “Hardly. The churches were fairly well segregated. Esther took her girls to East Putnam Baptist when they were growing up, and after she married Old Man Wilson, he joined her. I don’t know that he was exactly warmly welcomed there, but she was even less welcome at First Baptist. Ridiculous. Then again, even now I don’t think much has changed when it comes to a lot of churches. People stick to their own, I guess.” They turned the corner and walked back up the next aisle. “No, my father knew Reginald Wilson because of this store. Something on the farm was always breaking, and he fixed it all himself. Hell, Old Man Wilson let him run up quite a tab when he didn’t have the money to pay for parts. He hated it so much, letting anyone loan him anything, but he didn’t have a choice.” Russ winced and the smile Stephen gave him was wry. “Yes, believe me, I’m familiar with stubborn men. Between my father, Jeremy, and you ...”
Russ scowled. He didn’t want to have anything in common with Beau Parker, and he wasn’t thrilled with the reminder of how similar he and Jeremy were. “I’m working on it,” Russ admitted.
Stephen’s forearm brushed his. “I know you are.”
They continued to wander up and down the aisles, inspecting bins filled with bolts and shovels gathering dust. “This place is like a time warp,” Stephen said quietly. “I swear, nothing’s changed since the day Old Man Wilson died.” Stephen touched a package of finish nails, also thick with a coating of dust. “Although, I can’t say that of the rest of the town. It’s definitely more prosperous than when I was here last.”
“That’s good, right?” Russ asked. “Maybe people are a little more ... open-minded.”
Stephen nodded. “Let’s hope so.” But his tone was doubtful.
Maybe it was how close they walked or the way they looked at each other, but as they walked toward the door of the hardware shop, the old man’s gaze followed them, and Russ began to doubt his earlier words. The man certainly didn’t appear open-minded. Russ heard a wet splat of tobacco and flinched, half-afraid it had been directed at them.
He was relieved when he reached the front door and pulled it open, ready to get away from the hostile stare. The jingling noise of the bell almost covered the muttered, “fucking faggots.”
Russ jerked, his first instinct to turn and confront the guy, but Stephen’s hand on his arm stopped him. “It’s not worth it, Russ.”
The door to the hardware shop closed behind them, and Russ stood on the sidewalk, fuming. He wanted nothing more than to ignore Stephen’s warning and scream at the guy, but as he turned, he caught a glimpse of Stephen’s face and felt some of the anger melt away. Stephen looked exhausted. It reminded Russ that what Stephen was going through was more important than his anger at what one bigoted asshole thought of them. He forced himself to take a few deep breaths, calming himself, and as he did, he saw Stephen’s shoulders relax, the tension in his face easing.
“Thank you.”
“It just makes me so fucking angry.”
“I know.” Stephen’s mouth was tight as he turned and walked away from the hardware store. “It makes me angry too. We have every right to be here, as much right as every other couple, but the fact is, some people aren’t going to like that. I came here knowing we wouldn’t have an easy time in Putnam. If you want to go home to Atlanta or back to Miss Esther’s—”
“No!” Russ protested. “No, I told you, I want to be here for you. And you’re right, it isn’t worth it to escalate the situation; it just makes me furious.” He frowned and stepped a little closer to Stephen, wary of the people surreptitiously watching them, but wanting Stephen to know how he felt. He dropped his voice. “I want to protect you from having to deal with this. You’re dealing with enough right now.”
“You think I don’t have the same instinct to protect you?” Stephen shook his head. “Let’s pick our battles carefully though. We only have to survive the rest of today and tomorrow. Once we’re back in Atlanta, we can forget this town exists.”
“You’re right,” Russ admitted with a sigh. “I’ll ... do my best.”
Stephen gave him a slow smile and reached out to touch Russ’ face. He paused, inches away, and let his hand fall to his side with a resigned smile. This wasn’t the place.
They spent the next half hour or so at the Putnam City Museum, although the words museum and city both seemed like they were overreaching. It was a small, old railroad depot that had been turned into the so-called museum and focused on the town’s founding in the 1880s. It was named after a Civil War general, and aside from him, there had only been a few other notable citizens who had left Putnam to make it big: a pro football player and a member of the Tuskegee Airmen—African-American military pilots who fought in World War II. The latter was interesting, although there was little information about it, and by the time they covered that, and the history of the railroad in the area, they had seen the entire museum.
“Well, that’s the illustrious history of Putnam,” Stephen said when they were back on the street.
Russ chuckled. “I think I would have rather gone to the Civil War Museum or Fernbank Science Center,” he said, referring to two of the many museums in Atlanta.
“I agree, but we’ll have to make do.” Stephen looked down at his watch. “Speaking of which, I can’t vouch for how great the food will be, but would you like to grab lunch in town? I told Miss Esther not to worry about feeding us. I can’t get the woman to stop cooking for us any other way. I appreciate it, but I don’t want her to work so hard while we’re here.”
“Sure,” Russ agreed, feeling slightly apprehensive.
The restaurant Stephen had in mind was at the other end of town and a few streets over, but it still only took ten minutes to walk there. It was a small, family-style place with a handful of tables and the kind of waitresses who would look at home in a truck stop. Women who had probably been waiting tables for thirty, forty years and would no doubt continue to do so until they could no longer lift a plate.
As they walked in the door, the volume of conversation dropped. Russ caught glimpses of curious stares as they walked across the room and took a seat. The tables were old, scarred wood, and the vinyl booth creaked under them as they took a seat, but the food smelled good, so Russ was cautiously optimistic.
Russ flipped open the menu and stared down at it, noticing the way conversations picked up again, although the occasional sidelong glances continued. When he met someone’s gaze, they looked away, but the stares seemed more questioning than hateful, and he hoped they were just a passing curiosity. “Ever eaten here before?”
“A few times, but it’s probably changed hands since then.”
The menu was simple, and it didn’t take Russ long to pick something out. It took forever for them to get service however, and when a waitress finally appeared with two glasses of ice water, she wasn’t exactly friendly. Water sloshed over the edge as she set them down on the table with a thump. “What can I get for you?” Her voice was flat, her expression unfriendly. It didn’t do her lined face and sharp features any favors.
“I’ll have the baked chicken, squash casserole, and side salad please,” Russ said, snapping his menu shut. He flashed a grin at the waitress, but her expression didn’t budge. “French dressing, sweet tea.”
She turned her gaze on Stephen. “For you?”
“Same, actually. Dressing on the side. No drink, the water is all I need.”
Russ had been enjoying Miss Esther’s home cooking, but he was starting to wonder if his arteries would survive the trip. He gave Stephen shit about how carefully he watched what he ate and how diligent he was about working out, but truth be told, Russ felt sluggish and uncomfortable when he didn’t do the same.
They were both silent after the waitress left, and Russ fidgeted with his straw wrapper, his skin prickling from the glances people were still giving them. Stephen sighed and gave him a small smile. “Maybe we shouldn’t have done this.”
“No, it’s fine.” Russ pushed away his discomfort. “Tell me about ... some happy childhood memories you have.” That was an innocuous enough conversation, right? It wouldn’t matter if someone overheard them.
Stephen gave him a small smile as if he knew exactly what Russ was trying to do, but he launched into the story about the time he broke his arm as a kid—apparently, he was horsing around with a neighbor on the swing, competing to see who could go higher. “I lay there on the grass howling in pain, and all my father asked me was, ‘Didya win?’” He shook his head and a small smile played on his lips.
He told Russ about the first time he played baseball, and the time he threw the final pitch in a championship game that won Putnam High the state title.
“I didn’t know you were a pitcher,” Russ commented.
Stephen’s lips quirked in a small smile. “Well, I’m not a catcher—for the most part anyway. But you seem to like it that way.”
Russ bit back a laugh. Leave it to Stephen to not only lighten the mood but also manage to slip in a clever innuendo at the same time. Even on the rare occasions Stephen bottomed, he was hardly what Russ would call passive, and the phrase “topping from the bottom” seemed especially suited to the man he was in love with. Not that Russ was complaining.
He had enjoyed the other day though. Taking care of Stephen, knowing Stephen trusted him to let him lead meant so much to him. Watching Stephen come undone as Russ worked him over with his mouth and hands was powerful, but it was the emotion behind it that mattered most.
Of course, this was a bad time and place to be thinking about sucking Stephen’s cock—or anything sexual for that matter. He was grateful when the sour-faced waitress arrived and banged his sweet tea down on the table; her personality was certainly an erection killer.
“So you enjoyed playing baseball for UGA then?” Russ asked, turning the conversation back to the original topic when she left.
“I did, although it was as much about what baseball could offer me as anything else.”
Russ smiled faintly. “Always practical.”
Stephen gave him a wry grin. “Like you’re any better.”
“Never said I was.” Russ had given up a sport he loved because it wasn’t practical. Swimming competitively was something he enjoyed, but he wasn’t good enough to get an athletic scholarship, and it interfered with his studies, so he hadn’t pursued it in college.
They continued to swap stories about their childhoods as they ate lunch, and by the time the waitress cleared their plates and arrived with the bill, Russ had almost forgotten about the other people in the restaurant.
“Let me pay,” Russ offered, and Stephen nodded and pushed the vinyl billfold toward him.
When Russ flipped it open, he was glad he’d offered. He read the words scrawled on the receipt and gritted his teeth so hard he was afraid they’d crack as he stuck some cash in and grabbed the receipt.
“Let’s go.” Russ had pushed open the door onto the street before Stephen made it out of the booth. He was halfway down the sidewalk before Stephen caught up. Stephen grabbed his arm, stopping him. “What is going on?”
“I’ll tell you when we get back to the house,” Russ said through gritted teeth. If he didn’t get out of there, he was going to lose it. Stephen frowned but let go, and they walked quickly back to the house.
Thanks to the oppressive heat and humidity, Russ was drenched with sweat by the time they arrived back at Miss Esther’s. “What the hell is going on?” Stephen asked as they stepped inside the dim, cool house.
Russ thrust a piece of paper into Stephen’s hand and paced the entryway as he read it. The words seemed branded into his memory. Gay is not okay. Repent for your sins or burn. Leviticus 20:13.
Stupid, close-minded assholes. Bigoted jerks, he thought bitterly as anger flared within him. “All we did was have lunch. We didn’t even touch each other.” He ran a hand through his hair.
“It doesn’t matter,” Stephen said quietly. “We exist. Sometimes that’s enough to make people angry. I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.” He wrapped his arms around Russ and pulled him close. He was stiff for a moment before his body softened against Stephen’s. “But we can’t do anything to change it at this moment. Just let it go.”
“How are you not angry?” Russ asked. “We did nothing.”
“Oh, I’m angry,” Stephen admitted. “Furious, but it isn’t going to change a damn thing.”
“Probably not,” Russ agreed. He let out a heavy sigh and sagged against Stephen. Stephen took the bill and its message of disapproval and crumpled it before dropping it in the trash. A part of Russ wanted to make a big stink over what happened; complain to the restaurant manager at least, but he didn’t have it in him right then. Stephen was burying his father tomorrow, and that was more important than his indignation, no matter how righteous. He bit back the anger and forced himself to focus on the man in front of him. “I’m sorry I lost my temper.”
Stephen chuckled and threw an arm over his shoulder, guiding him toward the stairs. “All things considered, I think you were pretty calm.”
“Still, I don’t want to make you any more stressed out than you already are.” Stephen’s arm fell from his shoulders when they reached the stairs. Russ followed behind, feeling guilty for letting his temper get the best of him.
“I’ll be fine,” Stephen reassured him as they reached the bedroom.
Russ stepped behind Stephen and kneaded the tense muscles of his boyfriend’s back, trying to coax him into relaxing. Whatever he said, Russ knew Stephen was stressed. “What can I give you that will help? Back massage? Blowjob?” He bent his head and nipped at Stephen’s neck with his teeth. “My ass?”
Stephen chuckled quietly. “As much as I love all of those, I’d rather have a bourbon and a nap right now, if that doesn’t make me sound ancient.”
Russ kissed his neck, relishing the tang of salty skin and the familiar scent of Stephen’s cologne. “Of course not. You’re under a lot of stress. I just want to make you feel better.”
He gently pushed Stephen toward the bed and dropped to his knees in front of his suitcase. Rummaging around, he found a flask he’d filled with Stephen’s favorite brand of small batch bourbon.
“I see you came prepared,” Stephen said, tone dry, as he kicked off his shoes and got comfortable on the bed.
“I did.” Russ shot him a grin. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” In the kitchen, he searched through the cupboards until he found juice glasses.
“The flask would have sufficed,” Stephen said when he returned, shutting the door behind him with his foot.
“You pay ninety dollars a bottle for this stuff,” Russ countered. “The least I could do was get a glass for it.” He set the glasses down on the bedside table and splashed a little in each before handing one over to Stephen, who was propped against the headboard, looking grim. He half-expected Stephen to down the drink like a shot, but he sipped it instead. Russ sipped his own, watching as Stephen’s tension begin to fade.
After a few moments, Stephen patted the bed beside him, and Russ toed off his shoes and settled beside Stephen. “You seem better already, and you haven’t finished your drink yet.”
“I have all I need.” Stephen’s voice was gruff as his hand landed on Russ’ thigh. “I have you.”
Stephen’s tone and expression were so earnest, Russ felt a lump in his throat. He set his glass down on the nightstand and leaned in to kiss Stephen. His mouth was warm, and Russ licked the bourbon from his lips and kissed him deeply before slowly ending it.
Russ sat back and studied Stephen’s face as he drained the rest of his drink and leaned over to set the empty glass on the nightstand next to Russ’. “We have a couple hours until we need to get ready for the viewing. What do you want to do in the meantime? You mentioned a nap earlier.”
“Yes. Although, it’s not so much that I’m physically tired.” Stephen got comfortable on the bed, and Russ settled beside him. “Mentally drained though.”
“I know the feeling. Although, right now, anger is kind of winning.”
Russ rested his head on Stephen’s bicep and threw his arm over Stephen’s chest. Russ could hear the rasp of whiskers as Stephen ran a hand across his face and felt the rumble in his chest as he spoke. “I said you should let it go, but I’ll be honest, I’m having trouble with it myself. It makes me angry that people feel they have a right to comment on our relationship, and they use religion to do so. I don’t know why I thought this town would be any better than it’s ever been.” Stephen's tone was resigned.
“I know.” Russ worked Stephen’s shirt loose from the waistband of his jeans and slid a hand under his shirt to touch bare skin. “I’ve been lucky, I guess. I’ve had a few insults hurled at me over the years, and a guy outside a club tried to hassle me once, but it’s been pretty minor. I’m not prepared for this.”
“I’ve been lucky too,” Stephen said, tracing his fingers across Russ’ shoulder. “Frankly, it’s gotten better over the years, but being in this damn town riles me up. Things I could shrug off in Atlanta feel personal here.”
“Sure, I get that,” Russ agreed. “No matter how much you’ve cut ties with the town, it’s still where you grew up.”
“Right. It feels like it’s an attack on me, not on gay men in general.”
“Just a few more days,” Russ reassured him, but the words felt hollow and inadequate.
Neither of them spoke much after that. They didn’t nap, just lay together quietly. Russ hoped it was enough for Stephen. He had no experience with a relationship like this, no frame of reference for what Stephen was dealing with. Bourbon and blowjobs he could do, but emotional support was much trickier. He was trying though.
When the time came, they showered, shaved, dressed, and left for the funeral home. Stephen was tense on the ride there, his shoulders stiff, his expression stern, but Russ could feel the trembling in his fingers. When Stephen pulled into the parking spot at the funeral home, his fingers were white on the steering wheel. Once again, Russ felt helpless, unsure how to make it easier for him. He slid his hand up Stephen’s thigh, feeling the soft texture of the dark suit fabric and the tension in the muscles below.
Stephen unclenched his hands from the wheel and threaded their fingers together. He squeezed so tightly it hurt, but Russ squeezed back anyway. A little physical pain was nothing. “I can do this,” Stephen said, more to himself than to Russ.
“Yes, you can, and I’m right beside you,” Russ assured him. He gave Stephen’s hand one last squeeze and let go. The silence in the car seemed deafening as Stephen turned the engine off. Russ followed his lead as Stephen got out of the car and shrugged on his black suit jacket. He held Russ’ grey one out for him and helped him into it. Russ reached out, straightening Stephen’s tie, not because it was crooked but because Russ needed to do something for him, however small. Please let Stephen get through this, he thought.
They walked to the front door in silence, Stephen’s expression growing more and more closed off as they approached the funeral home.
The Lamberts greeted them at the door. Myrna Lambert pasted on a smile, but to Russ, it seemed as fake as the massive arrangement of silk flowers on the table behind her. “Mr. Parker, Mr. Bishop, do come inside. I know this is a difficult day for you, but we want to assure you we are here to offer help in any way we can.” Her words were honeyed, but there was no warmth behind them.
Stephen murmured his thanks and turned to face Waylon, who gave them both a solemn smile. “So sorry for your loss, Mr. Parker. Yours too, Mr. Bishop.” Whether or not he felt them, his words at least sounded genuine.
Russ suddenly felt awkward. “I ... uh, I didn’t know Stephen’s father personally, but thank you.”
Waylon Lambert’s handshake somehow managed to be hearty and yet convey sincerity. Russ had an inane thought, wondering if funeral directors learned the proper way to shake hands at conventions or something.
Stephen thanked the Lamberts for their hospitality and smiled at them, but Russ could see it didn’t quite reach his eyes. The veneer Stephen had put on to make it through the viewing wasn’t the man Russ knew and loved, but Russ could hardly blame him for doing whatever it took to get through the day.
“Can I get ya’ll anything to drink?” Myrna asked. “Water? Coffee? It’s just plain black coffee; we don’t have the fancy coffee you people drink ...” Her voice trailed off and Russ watched color flood her cheeks. “I mean, you city folk.” She laughed awkwardly, and her hands twisted together. “By you people, of course, I meant big city folk such as you gentlemen from Atlanta of course, not ...” She cleared her throat delicately and looked over at her husband.
Stephen cleared his throat as well. “Yes, well, I think I’m fine at the moment. Unless you’d like something, Russ?”
Russ shook his head. He was fairly sure Myrna Lambert had meant queers such as him and Stephen, but he could hardly call her out on it. He didn’t quite trust himself to open his mouth; he wasn’t sure what would come out.
As they followed Waylon into the room where the viewing would be held, he caught a glimpse of the young man he’d seen in the window the other day, and it occurred to him he must work here. He was arranging a guest book and pens on a stand near the door, and for a moment the look in his blue-gray eyes was so full of hurt it made Russ pause. The guy dropped his head almost immediately though, and when Stephen’s arm brushed his, Russ returned his attention to his partner, putting all thoughts of the strange young man out of his head.
As they walked in the viewing room, Russ felt completely out of his element. He’d been to a funeral or two in his life, but not in years, and never for anyone close to him. What exactly was he supposed to do? So far, his only plan was to stand beside Stephen, feeling useless.
The powder blue carpet was soft under their feet, the bland piano music playing over the sound system faintly audible. There were clusters of chairs and couches at one end of the room, with strategically placed boxes of tissues on the end tables. There was another gas fireplace. The temperature outside was well into the nineties, but the air inside was chilly, and the flames, however fake-looking, seemed almost welcoming today.
“I’ll leave you alone to say your goodbyes,” Waylon said quietly. “Let me know if you need anything.”
He closed the double doors behind him, and Russ and Stephen crossed the room. At the other end of the rectangular room stood the casket. It was open, and Russ, not quite ready to look his boyfriend’s dead father in the face, instead glanced over at Stephen as they approached. His face was stony; his expression closed off and distant.
Russ watched his partner as he stared at the casket containing his father. Stephen held himself tall, his shoulders back, his hands clasped in front of him. The lighting in the room made his hair gleam silver, bright against the starkness of his somber black suit.
Reluctantly, Russ let his gaze move to the dead man. It was startling how much the man in the casket looked like Stephen. Beau Parker had the same square jaw and high cheekbones, although the features were softened by age and death. His skin was wrinkled and sun damaged, his hair thinner and darker, but the ghost of Russ’ lover lay in those features, and for a moment, Russ found it unsettling.



Chapter Six
Stephen stared at his father’s body, trying to reconcile the still, waxy figure of the man in the casket with the angry, hateful one he’d last seen. Or the proud farmer and hard-working man he’d idolized as a child. Neither seemed to fit.
He knew he was supposed to feel grief or loss, but he felt nothing. Not even anger at the man for the way he’d tossed Stephen out of his life. Instead, he felt numb. He was vaguely aware of Russ standing beside him, and the gentle pressure of their upper arms pressed together, but it seemed distant. All he could see was his own body in the satin-lined, cherry wood casket. He wasn’t his father, he knew that, but the image was impossible to shake. He pictured Russ, twenty, thirty years older, standing in front of the casket, grieving for him. His heart clenched at the thought. How could he ask someone like Russ, with so much ahead of him in life, to tie his future to an old man like him? And yet, the thought of being without Russ was unfathomable now. This trip to Putnam, these past few days, they would have been intolerable without him. Because, without a doubt, Russ had proven himself to be the partner Stephen had always longed for.
For years after Jeremy’s accident, he’d told himself he deserved to be alone, deserved to be punished for not doing more to take care of Jeremy. In his mind, making his way through life without the partner he’d wanted so desperately was a fair punishment.
But against all odds, Russ had found him, and if Stephen didn’t believe in God in the strictest Christian sense, he believed in something. And that something had brought him Russ. His chest ached with the gratitude he felt, the utter relief at having Russ there.
Stephen felt Russ step closer, slide a hand across his lower back, and the pressure made tears prick his eyes. Not the death of his father, but the fact he wasn’t doing this alone. He wasn’t going to have to face this without support.
Now if only he knew how to say goodbye to the man in the casket. His feelings for his father were too complicated to distill into a few words, his emotions too scattered to grasp and make sense of. He looked down at his father’s hands clasped against his stomach—hard, calloused hands, scarred from heavy labor. He remembered those hands peeling back the green husk of a pecan shell, instructing Stephen how to tell when it was ripe and ready for harvest. He remembered them cradling a soft, gray-striped kitten, just a few weeks old, that had been born in the barn. His father said he only kept them to keep down the mice, but when Stephen watched his father working, the gray cat—by then an adult—wound around his ankles, purring. Sometimes—when no one was looking—Stephen saw the man reach down and scratch behind its ears. A rare moment of softness in a man who prided himself on being hard and unyielding.
Though, there were not so good memories too. His father’s hands wielding a belt to give him a whoopin’ when he’d crossed the line. Not socially acceptable now, of course, but at the time, most boys growing up had felt the sting of their fathers’ belts on their behinds if they misbehaved. In his father’s defense, he’d never been cruel or vindictive about it. He never seemed to get an ounce of pleasure out of it, merely going about the task with a grim look of determination. Stephen had no doubt his father would have seen it as the only reasonable method of discipline.
He held no scars from that—physically or emotionally—but the memory of his father’s hands landing on him in anger when he finally came out to him, those lingered.
“I don’t know what to say,” Stephen said quietly.
“What do you mean?”
His voice was hollow. “I’m supposed to say goodbye, right? But I don’t know how.”
The pressure against Stephen’s back increased. “Do or say whatever feels right. If that’s nothing, then so be it.”
Stephen turned to face Russ, taking in the worried frown that wrinkled his otherwise smooth skin. He looked achingly young for a moment, and Stephen wondered how Russ could possibly want to be with him. Russ was so beautiful; it hurt to breathe just looking at him. He had his whole damn life to do anything he wanted, and he had chosen to come to the small, closed-minded town Stephen had grown up in, to help him bury the father who had thrown him out years before. All because he loved Stephen.
The rush of gratitude that washed over Stephen nearly made him dizzy. Stephen reached out to take Russ’ hand. He pulled him closer, resting their foreheads together for a moment. “I may not have any words for my father, but I do have some for you. Thank you.” He lifted his head and pressed his lips to Russ’ forehead in a lingering kiss. “Thank you for being here when I need you.”
Someone discreetly clearing his throat interrupted the moment, and Russ pulled away as though scalded. Stephen did it more slowly, not releasing Russ’ hand. He wasn’t hiding from anyone. The scrawled message on the receipt had shaken him, angered him, but it wasn’t enough to make him willing to hide his feelings for Russ.
Not even out of respect for his father because what respect had his father shown him? Besides, the man was dead, what did he care now? Stephen would find a way to say goodbye and bury the man who’d raised him, but that was all Stephen owed him.
“Yes?” He felt the mask slip into place as he looked at Waylon Lambert, who was busy looking anywhere but at Russ and Stephen’s clasped hands. Show them nothing, he thought. He’d perfected the look over the years when he’d been forced to hide at work; pretend he was straight but too consumed with his career to date. He wasn’t hiding that now, but it still served him well. He refused to let people see how much it hurt when they treated him as if his relationship was unnatural. When people told him he was sick and wrong for loving a man. He’d believed it at first too; that was the worst part.
“It’s five o’clock; there are visitors here for the viewing. Are you ready for me to open the doors?” Waylon asked, tugging at his necktie as if it was suddenly too tight. To think a little affection between a committed couple was so discomfiting. No doubt, Waylon Lambert had seen it before, between straight couples. Completely normal, unless both of those people were men.
Stephen nodded and gave Russ’ hand one final squeeze before letting go to face the crowd of people he wanted nothing to do with.
Of course, the first person through the door was Miss Esther, decked out in a navy blue dress and hat. He kissed her cheek and hugged her, wondering what he would have done without her in his life. She practically had to stand on her toes to do it, and even then, he had to bend down, but she grasped his face in her hands and kissed his cheeks. Her hands were cool against his skin, her skin paper thin and soft, and she smelled of gardenias. She was the only person in this town he’d miss.
“I know you had your troubles with him, and I don’t agree with everythin’ your daddy did, but he did love you, Stephen. In his own way. Him and your momma both. I wish they’d been able to understand you. I wish they’d met Russ so they could know you found everythin’ you were lookin’ for in this man.” She nodded at Russ. “Hang on tight to him. I was blessed to find two good men to love, and you don’t let go of this one you have, you hear me?”
“Thank you,” he whispered. “I won’t let him go.”
“Good.” She patted his cheek and gave him a fond smile.
Stephen grew serious. “I don’t know how to say goodbye, Miss Esther. There are so many things I want to say to him, but he’s gone. I don’t know if I should be angry or relieved.”
“He’s with your momma and Jesus now, and he’s at peace. Let the dead take care of the dead, my boy, and you take care of you and yours.”
“Boy?” Stephen smiled at that; he was no boy.
“You’re still a boy to me, no matter how old you get,” she said tartly. “And I love you like you’re my own.”
“I love you, too, Miss Esther.” He hugged her as tight as he dared. “Thank you for all you’ve done.”
She gave him one last kiss on the cheek and moved on to Russ, pulling him in for a hug. He looked less startled than the first time she’d done it, and he laughed softly at something she said too quietly for Stephen to hear. For a moment, Stephen could do nothing but watch them. Miss Esther was all the family he had, and he was grateful for her. Grateful for her and for Russ.
Then a handful of people walked in the door, ones he didn’t recognize, and he squared his shoulders and greeted them with a polite but distant smile. The crowd was a sea of unfamiliar faces, people he didn’t know. Ones he wasn’t sure he could trust. Were they there to gawk?
A while later, an elderly woman, rail-thin and frail looking, held out her hand. “I doubt you recognize me, but I’m Dorthea Grosse.”
“High school geometry,” he said, smiling as he shook her hand. He quickly did the math and realized she must be well into her eighties now. “It’s nice to see you.” He hadn’t considered the fact people like her might come by. Not gawkers, but people who had known him years ago and genuinely wanted to offer support.
“I’m sorry to hear about your father, Stephen. I’m sure he was proud of you and all you’ve accomplished.”
Stephen stifled a bitter laugh. “I appreciate you coming,” he said warmly instead, meaning it.
She gave him a smile, and he remembered, although she’d been a strict, demanding teacher, he’d respected her. Her praise was hard to come by, but when he’d earned it—and one of her rare smiles—he’d felt like he’d accomplished something momentous. She was one of the few teachers who encouraged his dreams of getting out of Putnam. “I wanted to see one of my star students. I didn’t know your father, but you were too good of a student for me to forget. I wanted to pay my respects to the man who raised you.”
Stephen nodded. For all his faults, Beau Parker’s hard-working attitude was something Stephen had learned to emulate. He owed his father credit for that. “I got my work ethic from him, that much is certain.”
Mrs. Grosse’s grip on her walker tightened. “And how have you been? Last I heard, you were in Atlanta, but that was years ago, and I’m a bit of a loner; I never keep up with the town gossip. For all I know, you went halfway around the world now.”
“I stayed in Atlanta after I graduated college with my degree in accounting. I’m a Senior Vice President at a mid-size marketing firm now.”
She patted his hand. “I’m so pleased to hear it. I always knew you’d be a success. You had the drive so many students lack.”
Stephen touched her shoulder lightly. “You were one of the few people who encouraged me. I owe you.”
“That’s what a teacher does.” She shook off his praise and changed the subject. “Tell me, are you married, Stephen? Any children?”
His stomach clenched. “Ahh, no. Neither.” He turned to Russ, feeling anxiety build in the pit of his stomach. “This is my partner, Russ Bishop.” Stephen watched her, bracing himself for the rejection, for a change in the expression on her face, but it never came.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Bishop.” She reached out to shake Russ’ hand before she turned to face Stephen again. “I’d like to talk more, but I think I should pay my respects to your father and have a seat. I get worn out these days.” She patted Stephen on the arm and slowly walked over to the casket. He watched her walk over to the line of people in front of the casket, stooped and bent. He was glad to see she was still as mentally sharp as ever though.
“Well there, Parker, my boy.” A hearty voice broke through the hushed whispers in the room, and he turned to face the direction it came from. An old man, red in the face with a belly that spilled over his ill-fitting pants greeted him. “Haven’t seen you since graduation! How’d UGA’s coach treat ya’?”
“Coach Franks?” When he’d coached Stephen thirty years ago, John Franks had been a muscular man in his late forties, strong and powerfully built. The years had been less than kind to him.
“Stephen Parker, number eleven, if I remember right,” he said, holding out his hand.
“You have a phenomenal memory,” Stephen replied, reaching out to shake. “I’m not sure I could have remembered my own jersey number off the top of my head.”
“I remember all my boys.” He nodded at Russ. “This your son?”
Stephen froze and was sure the stricken expression on Russ’ face mirrored the one Stephen had as well. “No, Coach, this is Russ Bishop. My partner.”
The look of horror on his coach’s face made Stephen’s stomach drop. “You’re a queer?”
“Always have been.” Stephen felt a muscle in his jaw tic.
Coach let out a noise of disgust. “Bet your father was none too happy.”
Stephen took a slow, deep breath. “Can’t say that he was.”
“Never woulda’ had you on my team if I’d known.”
Stephen nodded. “That’s why I didn’t tell anyone. There’s a reason I left for Atlanta as fast as I could.”
“Hmmpf. Can’t say as I approve of your lifestyle, but I guess you’ve done well for yourself.”
Every word out of the man’s mouth was like nails against a chalkboard to him. His lifestyle? Not that tired old line. It was maddening. He’d like to argue, tell the man all of the reasons it wasn’t a choice, simply part of who he was, but he knew it would fall on deaf ears. “I’ve worked hard for what I have.”
They stared at each other for a long moment before Coach Franks looked away. “Sorry to hear about your father,” he said gruffly.
Stephen’s response was equally stiff. “Thank you for coming today.”
Without another word, Coach Franks walked away. Stephen took another slow deep breath, needing to get himself back under control. He felt Russ’ hand slide across his back, warm and comforting. He turned to look at his partner. “I should have expected that.”
Russ chuckled, his expression more chagrined than hurt. “I suppose I should have as well.”
“I’m sorry.”
Russ leaned in to whisper in his ear. “What do you have to be sorry about? He’s the one who stuck his foot in his mouth so many times he must be choking on it.”
Stephen gave Russ a small smile and turned back to face the people coming in the door, letting the mask slip over his face once more as he greeted them. Most of the people at the funeral home he didn’t know at all, although it turned out there were several who recognized him. A few classmates he hadn’t thought about in years, a Sunday school teacher, and several people who’d gone to church with his parents. They appeared genuinely to want to offer their support. Some were certainly there to gawk; at least everyone but Coach Franks had the good grace to be more or less polite to his face, and to Russ’. The looks grew tiresome though.
As Stephen mingled with the crowd, Russ at his elbow, he was acutely aware of the sidelong glances and whispers that followed them. Russ appeared to be holding his own. He smiled politely, made small talk, and managed to look relaxed and self-assured when Stephen knew he had to be feeling anything but. He let his elbow brush Russ’, who pressed back for a moment. It calmed Stephen, centered him.
But he flinched when he heard someone whisper, “I wonder if he pays him?”
Stephen assumed the vague statement referred to him paying Russ to be with him, as if Russ was some sort of prostitute, or at least an escort or gigolo. He turned, intending to go off on the person, but Russ gripped his elbow and hissed in his ear, “Remember what you told me. It’s not worth it, Stephen.”
Stephen turned his head to look at Russ. If anything, he would have expected Russ to be angrier about it than he was, but he looked surprisingly calm. Grim, and clearly upset by the statement, but calm. Stephen felt a headache begin at the back of his skull, dull and throbbing.
He sighed heavily and relented. “Fine.”
Stephen glanced around the room, wary of the crowd around them. It was exhausting to feel so on edge, wondering about people’s motives, worrying they were about to say something rude or insulting. Given the dozens of people in the room, statistically speaking, it was likely at least one or two was gay. People who felt forced to hide their feelings, lying either to themselves or to their friends and family. It made Stephen profoundly sad to picture what their lives were like. For a while, he’d done it, and it had nearly crushed him.
He glanced over at his father’s casket and sighed. As much as he hated the rift between him and his father, he still felt like he’d made the right choice. He couldn’t have lived a lie all these years, and although he occasionally wondered if there was more he could have done to repair the relationship, he had his doubts. The beliefs his parents held had been too deeply entrenched to budge.
When the last person finally trickled out of the funeral home, Stephen let out a long, low sigh, shoulders slumping with relief as he dropped onto one of the couches. His head throbbed, and he longed for the painkillers sitting in the cup holder of his car. “You made it,” Russ said quietly, taking a seat beside him. He rubbed Stephen’s upper back for a moment then squeezed his shoulder.
“That was exhausting,” Stephen said, feeling utterly drained.
“Just one more day, then we can head home. By tomorrow evening, we’ll be on our own couch watching a ballgame and drinking bourbon.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard more beautiful words,” Stephen said fervently.
Russ chuckled. “Are we all set here?”
“We should be.” Stephen hauled himself up off the sofa with a groan. “Let’s get out of here.”
He gave his father’s body one last look before he left the room. The day had been surreal, and he was still having a difficult time believing his father was actually dead. He half expected the man to sit up and start tearing into Stephen for all his perceived failings. Maybe, the funeral the next day would make it sink in. He hoped so anyway. He needed the closure. He needed to say goodbye so he could move on.
***
Later that evening, Stephen took a seat on the sofa as Miss Esther directed Russ to get the box of photos from the closet in the bedroom. He would have helped, but at the moment, his head felt fogged. Do I seem as out of control as I feel? he wondered. He wasn’t sure. The past few days had been emotionally exhausting as memories assaulted him, one after the other. Going to the farm had been cathartic, if painful. Somehow, it seemed fitting the place had fallen to ruin while he was gone; his father and the farm both withering away.
It had been drilled into Stephen for years that he was the only hope for the farm surviving. Never good enough; the weight of his father’s expectations fell squarely on his shoulders, too young and narrow for the burden placed there. It had broken his father’s heart when he went off to school to make something of himself, and his father’s disappointment in him turned to resentment then hatred when he came out.
Stephen was lost in his thoughts when Russ returned, carrying an old cardboard box into the living room. He set it on the coffee table and took a seat beside Stephen. Miss Esther left them with a quiet goodnight, and Stephen was grateful for the chance to go through the box alone. Well, not alone—with Russ. But somehow, being with Russ was like all the good things about being alone with none of the bad. Easy, no pressure to be anyone but himself, but not lonely.
“You sure you want to do this?” Russ asked, a small frown creasing the smooth skin between his eyebrows.
“Might as well.” Stephen sounded surer than he felt. Emotionally, he already felt like he’d been spun through a dryer set on tumble dry and spat out. He sat forward and lifted the flaps of the box, allowing them to fall open. The box held a faint dusty smell of mildew and old cardboard, but the contents were innocuous enough. He could see the corner of a photo album under a manila envelope and a few other items he couldn’t immediately identify.
Russ laid a hand on his back as he unwound the red ribbon that held the envelope shut. Stephen pulled out papers and studied them as Russ began to move his hand slowly in a soft, circular motion across Stephen’s shoulder blades. “My parents’ marriage certificate,” Stephen said hoarsely, staring at the yellowed paper with State of Georgia, Putnam County emblazoned across the top. January 16, 1952. Louisa Clayton and Beauford Parker. He handed it to Russ, who studied it for a moment before setting it on the table beside the box.
There were other documents, yellowed and faded with age, but he set them aside to look at later. He felt trepidation creep over him as he lifted the album from the box and sat back. Russ’ arm moved to drape over his shoulders as Stephen set the album on his lap and took a deep breath. At first, it was fine. There were photos of distant relatives, mostly his mother’s side of the family. The Claytons had been a rather small family, so there weren’t many. A few of his grandmother—who he’d never met—and a couple of great aunts and uncles from the Parker family, also more or less strangers to him. He explained who they were to Russ, who listened attentively.
All of them were long dead although he supposed he had distant cousins, several times removed, who existed somewhere in the world. They were strangers though, too distant to be considered family except by the fragile and insubstantial thread of bloodlines.
He flipped the page and froze when he saw his parents wedding photo. It had been a small wedding, and his mother wore a simple dress with a silk flower wreath and a short veil. The dress was no doubt handmade—she’d been a good seamstress—and his father wore a pinstripe, double-breasted suit. Probably the only one he owned at the time and for years after. If they didn’t look ecstatic, they did look happy. His mother clutched a bouquet of flowers in one hand and his father’s arm in the other; a young, eager bride.
Russ leaned against his shoulder, peering down at the picture, and Stephen angled it so Russ could see it better. “I see the resemblance you have to your father. Even more than I did earlier today.”
“Yes.” The height and build were all his father’s, as were his facial features. Stephen didn’t look like his mother at all, except for her blue eyes. His father’s were brown but the black and white photo was too old and faded to tell. The hair turning gray early? He had no idea where that came from.
The few photos of his parents in the album showed a remarkable change in both of them. One image showed his parents looking young and hopeful as they stood beside the pecan trees at the farm they’d visited the day before—likely taken shortly after his father bought the farm from Stephen’s maternal grandfather. They looked proud of the fledgling farm, eagerly anticipating a house full of children. Another showed his mother holding a baby—him. Although, it had been roughly fifteen years between when the two photos were taken, it looked like his parents had aged twice that. She’d been thirty-two when he was born, his father thirty-nine. He would probably never know how many miscarriages she’d had over the years. Never know how many setbacks the farm had suffered due to droughts, blight, and insects. Never know how they felt as they watched their investment in the farm wither away.
He pushed away the helpless, choking grief rising in him and showed the photo of himself as a baby to Russ, who smiled at the image, his thumb tracing over the edge of the photograph. His smile made Stephen’s chest feel warm, dispelling some of the grief. He’d never shared his past with anyone, not even Jeremy. Oh, he’d known the basics—that Stephen had grown up on a pecan farm and been disowned when he came out—but no more. Stephen had never let anyone else in this far. Just Russ. Russ held the power to hurt Stephen completely. He simply had to trust that the man he loved would never do so intentionally. What an awesome, terrifying responsibility love is, Stephen thought.
Stephen paused when he got to a photo of himself as a child—maybe four or five years old—serious and solemn as he stood on the front steps of the farmhouse. His ears stuck out too far and his dark hair didn’t cover them. His body was scrawny, knees knobby, and arms spindly. “Horrible, huh?” he joked to Russ, but his partner shook his head, smiling.
“I love it. I’ve been trying to picture what you looked like.”
“Trust me, it only gets worse.” There weren’t many photos, maybe a dozen, through his childhood and adolescence. Most had been taken by friends or friends’ parents; his family had never had the money for a camera, although clearly, someone further back had. An aunt maybe? He wasn’t sure.
None of the photos were flattering. It had taken him a long time to grow into himself. He’d been tall and lanky before he finally filled out despite the hard physical labor of working on the farm. His lips had been too full, his nose too prominent. Just as well, he supposed; he’d never had to worry about many girls being interested in him when he had already begun to realize it was men he was attracted to.
The clothing in the photos was terrible of course—the 70s and 80s had done no one any favors—although with little money, he’d mostly worn cheap, serviceable clothing. Few people in Putnam County had money then, so he wasn’t unusual in that regard. He’d graduated high school in 1985, and the photo of himself in a cap and gown wasn’t so bad. He’d worn dark slacks and a white button down with a tie under the gown with dress shoes—church wear.
The pictures from college he’d sent home made him cringe though. Although, he was far from being the only scholarship student at UGA, there were many students who came from money. Tutoring the rich kids earned him a decent, regular paycheck, but he’d worked hard to be accepted. Determined not to remain the wide-eyed boy fresh off the farm, he’d rid himself of the hick accent and saved his pennies to dress well. Acid wash jeans and Lacoste polos were practically a staple for him then, all part of the plan to fit in with the rich boys. Russ chuckled when he saw the picture of Stephen with his college roommate.
“Popped collars, huh?”
Stephen gave him a rueful smile. Would seeing the age difference laid out in front of Russ make him have second thoughts? Russ had been born while Stephen was in college. Hell, it made him feel vaguely queasy thinking about it, but Russ only smiled back and shook his head. “Always fashionable, huh?”
“I tried.” The leather bomber jackets and aviators hadn’t been so bad, but the hair? Not good. He grimaced at the feathered haircut à la Tom Cruise in Risky Business. “I wanted to be popular.”
Call him shallow but appearance mattered. Especially when trying to get a toehold in the world he wanted to be a part of. He’d seen his father turn hard and cold over the years, worn down by the weight of a struggling farm. The minute Stephen left Putnam County, he’d vowed to make a better life for himself, and he’d done that. Despite the elitist attitude at UGA, where being a decent baseball player on a winning team wasn’t enough to guarantee any sort of popularity. Football was God. So was money. And at the time, Stephen neither played football nor had money. He did whatever it took.
“Hey, you didn’t have a mullet,” Russ pointed out, laughing. “It could have been so much worse.”
Stephen’s smile faltered when he saw the final photo. One of him at graduation with his arms around Sheila. He showed the photo to Russ.
“I have to admit, it’s strange seeing you with a woman,” Russ said.
“It’s strange thinking about being with a woman. I don’t know why the hell I tried,” Stephen said.
“You did what you thought was the right thing at the time, I’m sure. Considering what happened with your family when you came out, I can’t say I blame you. You wanted a normal life, right? That’s all anyone wants, I think.”
“At the time, I thought the only way I’d get that life was to be with a woman. At least, until I met Tom and Dave.”
“I’m glad you met them.” Russ’ hand skimmed over his thigh.
Stephen chuckled but didn’t feel particularly amused as he imagined what his life would have been like if he hadn’t found the courage to accept who he was. “So am I.”
“You came out to your parents after?”
Stephen nodded, closing his eyes at the memory of their harsh words; his emotions too close to the surface for him to speak aloud.
Russ’ voice was gentle. “You want to tell me about it?”
Stephen tucked the photograph back in the album and closed it. He stared down at the worn black leather cover, cracked from age, the decorative gold border nearly worn off. “Not right now.”
“Okay,” Russ agreed, and Stephen was grateful for his partner’s understanding. “Let’s go to bed.”
Stephen returned the album and envelope full of documents to the box and folded the worn flaps of the cardboard box in to close it. The box itself was light, but the weight of the history inside felt heavy as he carried it to the bedroom. A part of him wanted to take a match to the box, but he knew, in the long run, he’d regret it. Maybe it was better to box it up and forget about it. He had plenty of storage space for it, and he could deal with it when he was feeling less emotionally volatile.
Russ turned on the lamp beside the bed with an audible click, and Stephen set the box on the table near the window. He turned to look at Russ and felt his shoulders sag. He was so tired. So drained. He didn’t feel like himself.
“Hey, you okay?” Russ asked, a worried frown crossing his face as he closed the distance between them.
Stephen’s answering laugh was hollow. “Not at all.”
“Come on, let’s take a quick shower and get in bed. It’s been a long day, and you need sleep. Things will be better in the morning.”
Stephen nodded and followed Russ into the bathroom. Where had the take-charge man he usually was gone? It seemed like this town had sucked it right out of him. He didn’t know what he’d have done without Russ.
The heat of the shower felt good, and Russ’ strong thumbs digging into his shoulders, relaxing the knots there, was heavenly. “I could get used to this,” he said with a moan.
“You can.” Stephen felt Russ’ lips press against his spine at the base of his neck. “I’m not going anywhere.”
He made a grateful noise of appreciation and turned off the water. They dried each other with the entirely-too small towels and brushed their teeth. Stephen stared at himself in the mirror, wishing he couldn’t see his father’s face staring back at him.
As they climbed in bed and Russ reached for the lamp, Stephen caught one last glimpse of the cardboard box across the room. Maybe he should pitch it when they got back to Atlanta. Make it a clean break with everything from Putnam County.
He rolled onto his side and felt Russ’ body curve around him, the thick band of his arm wrapping around Stephen’s chest. The weight felt good. “I’m sorry I’ve been so ... out of it today,” Stephen said quietly.
Russ’ thumb rubbed his sternum, and Stephen felt the soft brush of lips against his shoulder. “You cope however you need to. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”
“Keep doing what you’ve been doing,” he said. “I’ll be fine once we get back to Atlanta.”
Stephen closed his eyes, and with the feeling of Russ holding him close, he finally drifted off.
He dreamed. In the dream, he drove his car with the windows down. The wind mussed his hair, but it was the only thing keeping his stomach from spewing its contents everywhere. It grew worse as he approached the old farmhouse, the gravel crunching under his tires as he slowed to a stop in front of it. His hands gripped the wheel so tight his knuckles were white, and he fought back the nausea with a few slow, deep breaths.
“I’m gay,” he said aloud to the empty car. He’d only said it to Sheila before, and his voice shook, the syllables strange in his mouth. Fear crept over him. Why was he doing this? What did he think he was going to accomplish by telling his parents the truth? Didn’t it make more sense to live the lie and keep them in the dark?
He dug the heels of his hands into his eyes, the pressure causing flashes of light to spark in his vision. The discomfort grounded him. No, he wasn’t going to be that guy. The one who married and snuck off to Buckhead on the weekends to get his cock sucked. He wasn’t going to be the one risking his health with anonymous men, feeling dirty and degraded by them. He wanted a partner. A life, damn it. One like Tom and Dave had together. The kind of life he’d never thought a gay man could have. He wanted a man to come home to and wake up with every morning.
Until he saw it in the flesh, he hadn’t known it was what he’d been searching for. He had a degree, a great job, a new life in Atlanta far from the stifling little town where he’d grown up. But a partner was the final missing piece. Maybe he couldn’t be out at work, but if he could come home to a man he loved every night, he could live with that. He wanted it so bad he ached. He wanted it more than the approval of his parents. More than anything else in the world.
He leaned his head against the headrest and closed his eyes, taking several more slow, deep breaths. He could do this. He had to.
The grass was dry and brittle as he stepped out of the car, the early September drought and heat making the ground below bake and crack. Every year the house looked more dilapidated, the porch columns sagging, the metal roof rusting, the siding rotting away. The once-promising farm falling further and further into ruin.
Bile rose in his throat and he clenched his jaw to keep from being sick. He knocked on the old door and opened it, sticking his head inside to peer around. “Hello?”
The house was small, and from the door, he could see the living room where his momma struggled to her feet. She was only in her mid-fifties but looked at least a decade older, with a worn face and stooped body. Her dull blue eyes brightened for a moment. “Stephen! Why, Beau, Stephen’s come to visit us.”
His father grunted from the corner of the living room, eyes never leaving the television. His father was seven years older than his mother, just as worn, stooped and beat down by life. It made him ache that he hadn’t been able to do more to help them. With this new job, he planned to help them out, hire someone to work the farm. Maybe then, his father would appreciate him.
“You came all this way just to see us?” she asked as he closed the door behind him and walked to the living room. The floorboards beneath their feet were worn and rough, covered in faded, threadbare rag rugs. The furniture was ancient and sagging, and Stephen could see cobwebs in the corners. His mother, who had always been fastidious about cleaning, couldn’t keep up anymore. Stephen frowned at the signs of her arthritis growing worse.
“I came to tell you about my new job, Momma,” he said. “It’s a good one. I have an apartment in Atlanta, and I make enough money to put the extra in savings.” He was so proud of himself but the pleasure dimmed at the scoff his father let out. “I can help out with the farm. Hire another hand so you don’t have to work so hard.”
“If you’da stayed home in the first place, we wouldn’ta had to work so hard,” his father spat, still not looking at Stephen. “I didn’t buy a farm and work half my life to piss it all away on a son too good for this place.”
“That’s not it,” Stephen burst out. “I just want ... different things. I’m happy in Atlanta, don’t you see that?”
“I see I wasted my life on a good-for-nothing son. Go back to your fancy job in Atlanta. I don’t want your money.”
Stephen felt the sting of disappointment and fought to keep his gaze steady, unwilling to show weakness in front of the man he’d worked so hard to please. He didn’t know why he bothered. He’d never managed to win his approval before; why should now be any different? And the news he was about to deliver would be the final blow. His chest tightened, imagining the impending argument.
“Go back there and leave us in peace.” His father stood, the hard lines of his face set as he walked toward Stephen, face twisted in an ugly scowl. “Don’t know why the hell you came here anyhow. Tryin’ to prove you’re better’n us.”
“I wanted you to be proud of me,” he said quietly, his stomach churning as he forced himself to say the words he needed to before he lost his courage. “And I—I wanted to tell you something. I wanted you to know the truth about me.” His stomach roiled. “I’m ... gay.” The words hung in the air for several long seconds, watching his father’s face twist with disgust. “I know you think it’s wrong, but it’s who I am. I don’t want to lie any—”
He reeled back as his brain rattled in his skull so hard he saw stars. He staggered and found his balance, hand flying to his face as pain blossomed in his jaw. It came away wet with blood from the stinging cut on his lip, and he stared at his father in horror. He’d never seen the punch coming.
“I knew there was somethin’ wrong with you when you wanted to go to that city. To live among them godless heathens,” his father shouted. “They’ve turned you wrong, and I don’t ever want to see your face again. You’re an abomination, and I won’t have it under my roof. This is a Christian house. You disgust me.” Spit splattered against Stephen’s cheek, sliding wetly down his jaw. “You’re no son of mine. You’re nothing to me. God sent a plague to cleanse the world of homosexuals, and I hope it takes you!”
His father’s face was red with rage as he shouted, and he heard his mother sobbing in the corner. Every word burned into him, and he wondered if he’d be able to see them written on his skin. He wiped the spit from his face with the edge of his shirt, knowing the memory would linger. He turned and reached out to his mother, hoping she’d be more accepting, but she sat hunched over, sobbing into a tissue.
“Momma?” he said, voice cracking. He knelt down on the floor beside her and reached for her arm. She jerked it away as if she couldn’t bear to be touched by him. His hand fell to the couch cushion beside her as he saw the disgust in her eyes. His stomach churned, and for a moment, he wished he’d never let the truth out. Then he remembered Tom and Dave and the life he dreamed of and felt a quiet, resigned calm settle over him.
No, he’d made the right choice. No matter how high the cost.
He stood slowly and looked at them both for a long moment, knowing it was probably the last time he’d ever see them. The last time he’d step foot in the farmhouse. There was no going back from this, no redemption. No hope they’d come around. Grief choked him, but he blinked back the stinging salt in his eyes. He turned and walked out the door. His mother’s sobs and the creak of the door were the only sounds as he stepped through it for the last time.
He kept the windows open on the drive back to Atlanta, even after the skies opened up and the rain poured down. He wanted to believe the wetness on his cheeks was from the rain.
“Stephen.” He blinked in the darkness, slowly becoming aware of the room around him. He felt the warmth of Russ’ body behind him and the softness of old sheets. He’d been dreaming. He could still feel the pain in his jaw and the tears on his face. He raised a hand to his cheek, expecting it to be lingering phantoms from the dream and was surprised to feel his fingers come away wet. Christ, he’d actually been crying. “Sorry,” Stephen said roughly, wiping it away with his hand.
He felt Russ turn him onto his back, and he could see him silhouetted against the light filtering in through the curtains, propped on one elbow. Russ reached for the lamp but Stephen grabbed his arm. His voice was hoarse. “Leave it off. Please.”
“What the hell were you dreaming about?”
“Coming out to my parents.”
“Jesus.”
“That’s what I get for not telling you earlier.” Stephen threw an arm up over his head, hiding his eyes. “I clam up and it all comes out while I sleep. You’d think I’d learn my lesson.”
Russ didn’t reply immediately, but his warm hand settled on Stephen’s chest. They were both silent for a long while before Russ spoke quietly. “Tell me about it now. Get it out so you can sleep peacefully.”
“I’ll try.”



Chapter Seven
Early in the morning, Russ and Stephen went to the nursing home to pick up Beau Parker’s belongings. It was located on the east side of town in a one-story brick building. Russ braced himself for the worst, having heard horror stories about nursing homes, but it reminded him more of a small county hospital than anything else. The halls were clean and quiet, the patients either in their rooms or in the public gathering areas, and the place smelled faintly of disinfectant and cafeteria food. As they walked toward the manager’s office, it occurred to him he shouldn’t have expected anything else. No matter how much Stephen had resented his father, he never would have left him to rot in some god-awful place. Despite the fact Beau Parker had done nothing to support his son, Stephen had made sure he was well cared for. That’s the kind of man Stephen was. Russ wasn't sure he'd have done the same in his place.
Right now, Stephen was subdued, and he’d barely choked down coffee and toast at breakfast that morning. Russ had exchanged a worried look with Miss Esther over the dining table, but there was little more either of them could do.
By the time Stephen finished telling him the story last night, Russ hated Beau and Louise Parker. The words had come slowly, awkwardly, painfully. Russ felt sick when he heard Stephen describe their reactions. He could understand Stephen’s mixed feelings about them to a certain extent, after all, they were the people who had given birth to him, raised him. But Russ had never met them, and although he might never admit it aloud to Stephen, he loathed them. Stephen was hurting, badly, and there was nothing Russ could do to make it better. Nothing to take away the pain of that day.
Stephen—so proud, so strong—crying in his sleep made Russ’ heart ache. Stephen had fallen asleep quickly after, worn out from the stress and emotional turmoil of the day, the terrible dream, and telling his story. Even in sleep, he hadn’t relaxed, and Russ lay awake in the dark for a long time, watching over Stephen as he slept, wondering how they were going to make it through the funeral. He could see the strain it was putting on Stephen, and he wondered how much more the man could shoulder. He was strong, but everyone has a breaking point.
Inside the manager’s office, Stephen signed the final paperwork and settled the remainder of the bill. “Please consider us again if you have another family member in need of care,” the man said, shaking Stephen’s hand.
Stephen smiled politely, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I don’t have any family left,” he said quietly. “And I suspect I won’t be back to Putnam again, but thank you. The care for my father was excellent, Mr. Mellan, I appreciate it.”
“Please, call me George.” The man made polite small talk until a female staff member brought in a box of belongings and set them down on the table.
“Here you are, Mr. Parker,” she said quietly. “That’s all there was.”
It was true, there wasn’t much; some clothes, an ancient-looking Bible, and a few toiletries. An envelope full of papers. Stephen glanced through the box quickly, his mouth turned down in a firm line as he sorted through it. Russ hung back as he did so, wanting Stephen to have his space.
“Is there somewhere I can donate the clothes and unused toiletries?” Stephen asked quietly.
The pretty young blonde—Russ couldn’t tell if she was a nurses’ aide or what, everyone in the building except for the manager seemed to be dressed in scrubs—blinked at him for a moment. “Donate?”
“I thought perhaps another patient could use them. Someone who might not have family?” Stephen offered.
“Oh, yes. Of course. I am sure we can find someone in need. That’s so kind of you.” The little blonde’s voice was almost gushing.
Russ watched the tight corners of Stephen’s mouth relax in a small smile. “I’ll leave those with you then. If anything isn’t suitable, pitch it. I’ll take the Bible and paperwork.”
She blinked up at Stephen like he’d hung the moon, and Russ had to fight back a laugh. Someone was smitten. George—a middle-aged man who was clearly far less enamored of Stephen, although he was certainly polite enough—cleared his throat. “That’ll be all, Trish. Thank you.”
She jumped as if startled. “Yes, Mr. Mellan.” Her eyes lingered on Stephen as she walked slowly toward the door. Russ looked back at Stephen and was surprised when Trish spoke. “He talked about you sometimes, you know.”
Russ saw Stephen freeze then turn toward her slowly. His voice was hoarse. “My father?”
“Yeah. You’re Stephen, right?” He nodded. “I took care of your dad for a while.”
“What did he say?”
“Most of it was difficult to understand,” she said apologetically. “His dementia was advanced. He repeated himself, and a lot of it was Bible verses. But sometimes, he’d say your name. Say he missed his boy Stephen.”
Russ watched Stephen’s face crumple. He reached for the chair he stood behind to steady himself. “Did he sound ... angry?”
“Sad, mostly,” she said. “I think he missed you. He asked where you were a lot. Why you weren’t there. He asked for his wife too. We told him she was dead and you didn’t live nearby, but by the next day, he’d forget and ask again.”
Russ watched Stephen grip the chair harder, knuckles going white. Not caring at all about what anyone in the room thought, Russ hurried over to Stephen’s side. “Are you okay?”
Trish let out a little gasp, and her hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Parker, I ...”
“I’m fine,” Stephen said gruffly. “Honestly. It just ... surprised me. My father and I weren’t close and—” he cleared his throat. “Anyway, thank you for telling me.”
Russ could feel the tremble of Stephen’s fingers, see the anxious tightness around his mouth, and he knew Stephen wasn’t fine. He slid a hand around Stephen’s waist and felt Stephen lean into him, his arm dropping over Russ’ shoulders. He saw the moment it dawned on Trish they were a couple, and her eyes widened. She stared for a brief moment then seemed to shake herself out of it. “I am sorry, Mr. Parker.”
“Thank you, Trish.” Stephen’s voice was kind but distant, and Russ felt the urge to wrap up the visit before it became any more difficult for Stephen.
Russ turned to the man across the room. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Mellan, we’ll be heading out now unless there’s something else Stephen needs to do.”
The man looked slightly stunned but he shook his head. “No, no. You’re all set. I’m very sorry for your loss.”
Stephen nodded, but he didn’t reply, and Russ murmured goodbye to both the manager and Trish as he escorted Stephen out the door. Stephen walked on his own, and Russ let go of him as they left the office, but he watched Stephen carefully. He seemed shell-shocked, slightly vague and distant, which was especially jarring in a man who was nearly always focused and intense.
When they reached the Mercedes, Stephen stopped in front of it. “Will you drive?” he asked quietly, slipping his hand in his pocket to retrieve his keys. He held them out to Russ, who took them without a word. It wasn’t until he was sitting in the driver’s seat that he turned to Stephen and looked at him.
“Are you okay?”
“I hate him so much sometimes,” Stephen said. He looked down at the Bible on his lap and picked it up, shaking it. “This book, this fucking book told him he should hate me. I don’t have a problem with God, but I have a problem with the men who read this book and believe every word of it.
“I hate him for being a small-minded bigot, for believing in a faith that condemns me for loving you. I hate that I disappointed him. I hate that I was never good enough to please him. I hate this town and the people like him. But even more, I hate that I’ll never be able to introduce you to my family, show them how happy I am. Even if they wouldn’t approve. I hate that I didn’t try harder to make my mother and father understand. I wish—” His breath hitched. “I wish it weren’t too late.”
He sighed heavily and shook his head as the anger seemed to leach out, replaced with a tone of regret. “I thought I was getting to a place where I could handle this. Where I could put the past where it belongs and say goodbye to my father, but now ...” His voice cracked. “He wanted me there, and now I question if I should have tried to visit him. He was alone when he died, and although I’m still angry with him, that hurts.”
Russ felt helpless. “Stephen, he obviously was confused. He didn’t know your mother was dead. He may have forgotten you came out to him.”
“I know.” Stephen leaned his head against the back of the seat and took a few slow, deep breaths. “I know that. I know if he wanted me there it was only because he didn’t remember who I really was, but God, Russ, it hurts. I just wish I had one last good memory with him. Where I could tell him I made a good life for myself and I’m happy. Tell him I found the person I want to spend my life with.” He gripped Russ’ hand hard in his. “Even if he forgot the next day, I wish I’d been able to tell him that.”
He turned to look at Russ, eyes grief-stricken and lost, and Russ felt tears prick his own eyes. For all of his strength, charisma, and success, deep inside Stephen there was still a young man hurting from the rejection of his family, and Russ had no way of making it better. “I’m sorry, Stephen. I wish you’d had that too.”
At a loss for what else to say, Russ cradled Stephen’s face in his hand, brushing his thumb across Stephen’s cheek. He couldn’t fix this, couldn’t make Stephen’s pain go away, or give him the chance with his father he wanted so desperately. He leaned in, brushing his lips against Stephen’s, heartsick he couldn’t do more. He wrapped his arms tightly around Stephen, holding him close, hoping his strength would be enough for both of them.
Stephen let out a gasping, shuddering sob, but his eyes were dry when he finally pulled away. For a long moment, they merely looked at each other, Russ drowning in Stephen’s grief and anger until Stephen sat back and closed his eyes. “Let’s get dressed for the funeral. I want this over with.”
Russ started the car, his heart aching for Stephen. He adjusted the seat and headed back to Miss Esther’s house. He hardly registered he was driving the beautifully crafted piece of German machinery he’d been eyeing for months but had been too intimidated to get behind the wheel of until now. All he could think about was the man in the seat beside him who was breaking under the weight of his past.
***
They showered and shaved carefully, nearly silent as they went about their normal grooming routines. Stephen’s gaze was distant, closed off, as Russ watched him dress in a black suit, snowy white shirt, and black tie. He tucked a white silk square inside the pocket and fidgeted with it for a long time, taking it out and refolding it several times.
Russ let him; he knew Stephen was struggling, and if it helped him to make sure everything was perfect, so be it. Russ’ suit was black as well, but he put on a somber grey shirt and subtle silver and black diamond pattern tie. It was Stephen’s; he’d stolen half of the man’s ties and never got a single complaint from him. Secretly, he thought Stephen liked it. In fact, he suspected Stephen wished they could share suits as well so he could buy them without Russ arguing about it. Their fight about money seemed so incredibly petty now in light of what Stephen was dealing with. Christ, how childish Russ had acted about it. Right now, he’d let Stephen buy him a new car if it would make him feel better, but he knew, in light of what Stephen was facing, it wouldn’t mean a damn thing.
The corner of Stephen’s mouth turned up as he watched Russ knot the tie, but the smile never reached his eyes. There was a raw look in them that worried Russ.
Long after they were both dressed and ready, Stephen stood looking out the window into the side yard. Russ stepped up behind him, wondering what he was staring at. A tree with wide, leaf-covered branches covered most of the view, but Russ didn’t think for a moment he was actually looking at the flowerbed below or the towels fluttering on the clothesline. Maybe it was his past he saw playing out before him, maybe nothing at all.
Russ pressed closer, wrapping his arms around Stephen’s waist, resting his chin on Stephen’s shoulder. He didn’t speak—there were no words to adequately express what he felt—and Stephen needed action more than words. He felt Stephen’s whole body shudder, but he softened against Russ a little, and after a few moments, their breathing settled into a rhythm. Russ couldn’t have said how long they stood like that, but eventually, Stephen roused himself. “Time to go.”
Russ leaned in and kissed the edge of his jaw where it met his throat. “I’ll be right there with you.”
“I know.”
When they left for the funeral home, Miss Esther stayed at the house. A friend of hers was picking her up because he and Stephen needed to be there an hour early to meet with the pastor before the service. As he turned into the parking lot, Russ decided he was thoroughly sick of the sight of the place. He was relieved to know this was the final day in Putnam. The trip had taken a toll on Stephen. In the long run, Russ suspected their relationship would be better for it. In four days, the depth of their relationship had made staggering leaps forward. The situation had brought them closer together, allowed them both a rare opportunity to open up in a way they might not have otherwise. Assuming Stephen could find some peace in regards to his feelings for his father, Russ thought the trip might be good for him as well. There were clearly some unresolved issues which Stephen needed to find closure. And Russ, well, he’d been given a chance to prove to Stephen he wasn’t going anywhere. He could face the difficulties life threw at them and be the kind of rock Stephen needed. Did he wish he could do more? Absolutely, but at least he hadn’t turned tail and run. That had to show Stephen he was serious, right?
Russ shut off the ignition and turned to look at the man in the seat beside him, handsome and somber in his black suit. Stephen’s gaze met his and held for a few long moments. Neither spoke, there was no need. He could read everything he needed to in the glance, feel Stephen’s sorrow, confusion, and gratitude. Russ hoped the other man could see support, love, and reassurance in his own.
The short trip from the car to the funeral home was enough to make him sweat, and he was grateful for the chill of the air inside. Myrna Lambert greeted them and ushered them into the room where they’d met with her husband on their first visit. They turned down the now familiar offer of beverages and were assured the pastor from First Baptist Church would join them shortly before she hustled out the door as if she couldn’t stand to be in the same room as them.
True to her word, a man walked in the door a few moments later. Russ and Stephen both stood as he crossed the room to greet them.
“Reverend Jim Walker.” He held out his hand to Stephen. The pastor was younger than Russ expected, closer to his age than Stephen’s. A few inches shorter than Russ, with dark brown hair parted to the side and a face that might have been handsome if he lost thirty pounds or so, he was far less intimidating than the pastor at the church where Russ had gone as a child. He shuddered, remembering the hellfire and damnation speeches about the evils of homosexuality he'd endured. He’d sat between his father and Addie, feeling angry and hurt and uncomfortable as the church around him nodded and agreed, and he wondered what they’d do if they knew the truth about him. But his father had been there, resting an arm on the back of the pew and patting his shoulder when he felt Russ tense. He’d known, and he’d fully supported Russ.
Stephen hadn’t had that. Stephen’s father had been equally full of hate.
“Stephen Parker. This is my partner, Russ Bishop.” His jaw was clenched as if he was expecting an argument, his tone almost combative.
But the man’s expression remained placid and the hand held out to Stephen remained an open invitation. Stephen shook it, and Russ did the same. The man’s grip was firm but somehow kind.
“I’m going to be extremely blunt,” Stephen said, his words clipped. “I am a gay man, and I don’t attend church. Is that something that’s going to change your willingness to preside over my father’s funeral?”
“Of course not,” Reverend Walker said, and his response was so immediate it stunned Russ. “I am a man of God. I never knew your father personally, but I’ve spoken with my predecessor and various church members who knew your father when he was in good enough health to attend services. He was a righteous man, and I feel it’s my duty to usher him into the loving arms of our Lord.” He looked at both Stephen and Russ. “As a Christian, I’m called to love everyone. My beliefs, and those of the church, on your relationship are something I’d be happy to discuss at a later time, but today is about your father and his relationship with our Lord.”
Stephen nodded, his tense shoulders relaxing. “What do you need from me?”
“I’d like to speak to you briefly about the service.” Reverend Walker gestured to the sofa nearby. “Please, have a seat.”
There was little Russ could do to contribute, so he got up and wandered around the room, peering out the windows, but there was nothing interesting to see. He didn’t want to disturb Stephen, so he left the room and found himself in the large, open entryway just as the odd young man he’d seen several times before walked down the stairs. He was dressed in another dark suit and sober tie, and this time, his expression was startled when he spotted Russ.
“Hello.” Up close, Russ could see that the guy was in his early twenties at the most, with short, light brown hair and blue-grey eyes. He was almost pretty looking, with fair, flushed skin, high cheekbones, and a narrow, straight nose.
“Hey.” The guy’s voice was quiet, almost tentative, as he jammed his hands in his pockets and shyly met Russ’ gaze.
“Do you work here?” Russ asked.
The guy nodded. “My name’s Evan. Evan Harris. I’ve worked here a couple years.”
“Russ Bishop.” He held out his hand, and Evan took it hesitantly, his palm cool and clammy as he shook.
“You’re here ... with—with your partner?” Evan didn’t meet Russ’ eyes as he asked the question, the color on his cheeks deepening.
“Yes. Stephen. His father passed away.”
“I’m sorry.”
Russ nodded. “Thank you.”
“How long have you been together?”
Russ thought back. They’d begun dating in May, and it was now the very beginning of September. “Four months. It seems longer though.”
“He’s lucky he has you. I mean, you’re lucky you have each other, you know?” Something in Evan’s gaze made Russ pause. The earnest longing there made the pieces finally click into place. Russ would bet anything this kid was gay. He was probably lonely as hell living in a place like this.
“We are lucky,” Russ agreed, and Evan chewed at his lip. “Have you lived in Putnam your whole life?”
Evan nodded. “Yeah, pretty much. I’ve hardly even been out of this stupid county. I thought about leaving after graduation but my grades kind of sucked, and I didn’t have any money for college. Mr. Lambert’s my uncle, so I was lucky to get a job here.”
“I grew up in a small town too, and Stephen grew up on a farm outside of Putnam.” Russ wondered how he could tell the kid he understood what he was going through, that he sympathized. “Atlanta’s a much easier place to live than a small town. It’s better for guys like Stephen and me. For any guy like us.” He stared at Evan, hoping he’d understand the message Russ was trying to get across.
Evan walked down the last two stairs, stopping right in front of Russ as he glanced around. His expression was anguished, his voice barely a whisper. “You can ... tell? I try really hard to hide it.”
Russ shook his head and kept his voice low. “I don’t think anyone else would figure it out, Evan. It was just the way you looked at Stephen and me.”
“I’ve never seen a—a gay couple in real life. Just on TV and stuff.” Evan swallowed hard. “I know being here and being open can’t be easy, but it was real nice to see for once. It makes me feel like less of a freak.”
Russ’ tone was earnest. “You’re not a freak, Evan, and I guarantee there are other guys here who are hiding too. Hang in there. Maybe at some point you can move to a bigger city, be a little more open. Hiding is ... it’s a shitty way to live.”
“I want that so bad. I’m saving up money to get out of here.”
“I went to school in Macon; it was pretty decent for a gay kid. Atlanta’s even better.” Russ hesitated for a moment. “Look, if you can manage it, take a trip to Atlanta sometime. See what life’s like outside of Putnam.”
The look of yearning in Evan’s eyes made Russ want to hug him. “I want to. I’d be ... too intimidated though.” He dropped his head, staring at his shiny black shoes. “I wouldn’t know where to go or how to act.”
Impulsively, Russ reached for his wallet and fished out a business card. “Look, Evan, if you do make it to Atlanta someday, give me a call. I’ll help you figure stuff out.” He patted his pockets. “Do you have a pen? I’ll give you my cell and email, if you want.”
Evan pulled a pen out of his inner jacket pocket and handed it over, gaze full of hope. “You’d do that?”
Russ scribbled the info on the back of the card. “Yeah, of course. Look, to some extent, Stephen and I have both been there. I hate to see anyone feel trapped and unable to be themselves. It’s no way to live.” He handed the pen and card to Evan. “Email if you need a friend to talk to. I know it can’t be easy feeling so alone.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” Evan said earnestly.
“Just hang in there. I promise, it’ll get better.”



Chapter Eight
The service was held in the funeral home chapel, a room not unlike the viewing room except for the fact it had a raised wooden dais at one end with a podium and several chairs.
More chairs were set up in rows with a center aisle dividing them. Stephen and Russ sat in the front row, directly across from his father’s casket. The flowers he’d ordered, along with ones from Miss Esther, his former teacher Mrs. Grosse, and a few other people in town decorated the otherwise bland space. Everything in the room was some shade of beige or white, plain and unadorned, except for the few touches of natural wood and the brass chandeliers hanging from the ceiling.
The room was far too large for the number of people in it; there were maybe a few dozen in a space that could have held one hundred and fifty, possibly more. They barely filled the first several rows, although he, Russ, and Miss Esther were the only ones seated in the row across from the casket. As the pastor began the service, welcoming everyone before beginning the opening scripture, Stephen thought they made an odd trio—a middle-aged man such as himself, a young white man, and an elderly black woman. By all rights, they shouldn’t have worked, but the two were the only family Stephen had now.
Miss Esther sat to his left, back arrow-straight, fingers gnarled as they clutched the simple program for the service the funeral home had provided.
Russ sat to his right, handsome face solemn, upper arm pressed to Stephen’s, hands clasped in his lap as though he was fighting to keep from reaching out to hold Stephen’s. He remembered his mother’s funeral, sitting alone in a hard wooden pew of the church he’d gone to as a child, across the aisle from his father, who looked unfamiliar in a suit, the same one he was buried in now. He’d refused to acknowledge Stephen the whole time he was there, and Stephen had been relegated to mourner, not member of the family. He hadn’t been able to give a eulogy for his mother, or stand beside his father as he gruffly accepted condolences. Stephen had been cut off from all recognition as a member of the family.
No one in town knew what the rift in the family was about. Beau Parker was a taciturn man at best, and his mother hadn’t socialized with anyone outside of the church. The holier-than-thou members of the parish were the last people either of his parents would have admitted their failure to. That was the way they saw Stephen’s sexual orientation, as a failure, a mistake on their part. They would never admit their only son was gay. From the thinly veiled jabs at him from the handful of people he’d spoken with, their story had been that Stephen thought he was too good for the town of Putnam. Better to have a selfish jerk than a gay man for a son.
His father, stoic and stern, had been dry-eyed and grim as he said his goodbyes to the woman he’d been married to for nearly fifty years. Stephen thought of his own tendency toward stoicism after a lifetime of being raised to believe men didn’t cry and rarely showed their feelings at all. He’d broken out of the habit some over the years, but as his mind flashed back to the other night and he remembered hiding his tears from Russ, the man he loved, the one he’d sworn to open up to, he realized he still had a ways to go.
As Stephen’s thoughts wandered, the service proceeded as the pastor recited an invocation and appropriate funeral hymns played over the sound system. Saturday morning, when Stephen had called the funeral home to begin the process of planning the funeral, he’d been tempted to pay for his father to be cremated then buried beside his wife while Stephen stayed in Atlanta. Although he couldn’t say the trip to Putnam had been enjoyable by any means, he was glad he’d changed his mind and gone this route.
Much like his feelings for his father, Stephen’s feelings about religion were complicated, given the history that had passed. But his father would have wanted the full Baptist service and burial, and Stephen, however uncomfortable and out of place he felt at the moment, he knew he’d made the right choice. Reverend Walker was a far cry from the preachers Stephen had encountered over the years. The man’s religious beliefs might preclude him from supporting Stephen’s relationship with Russ, but it hadn’t stopped him from treating them respectfully. Stephen could live with that.
The man moved on to the eulogies, telling a few memories of Beau Parker that the previous pastor had shared with him. He invited the crowd to the podium to share their own, and Miss Esther walked up immediately. He listened to her stories, smiling at the few good memories of his father she shared. The Parker family’s relationship to the Wilsons had been an odd one, not a friendship exactly, but living in such a small town meant nearly everyone knew everyone else, and the Wilsons interracial marriage had polarized the town. For all his hatred of homosexuals, his father had never stood with the people who viewed the town’s black citizens as inferior. According to Miss Esther, he was one of the first to help Reginald Wilson board up the window of their home after some cowardly person had thrown a brick through it and helped him paint over the vicious racial slur scrawled on the wall of the hardware store.
After Miss Esther finished, it was Stephen’s turn. He realized he’d been clutching Russ’ hand without realizing it, their palms damp as they pressed together tightly. He had no idea what he was going to say as he gave Russ’ hand one last squeeze and stood, walking slowly to the wooden podium. He stood behind it, straightening his shoulders as he prepared himself mentally for what he was about to do. He took a deep breath before he began. His spoke quietly but the microphone picked up the sound, and his voice seemed to fill the room.
“Thank you all for coming today.” Stephen folded his hands and rested them on the podium. He looked at the small crowd before him, surprised by how many people were there to support him or pay their respects to his father. He’d underestimated the town of Putnam. “I'll be honest, I came to Putnam expecting the worst. I didn’t think there would be more than a few people here for my father’s funeral, and I’m humbled to realize I was wrong.”
“Since I learned of my father’s death, I’ve been struggling with how to say goodbye to him. It’s too late to say what I need to my father, so I’ll say it to you instead. Beauford Parker was a complicated man. I’ll be the first to admit, I didn’t know my father well. He was a quiet man, hardworking and dedicated to building the pecan farm he and my mother bought many years before I was born. Like many men struggling to make a living, he was stern, focused. He had no time for anything frivolous when every day was filled with backbreaking labor. As I grew up, I saw the weight of that farm, of his unfulfilled dreams, wear him down. As much as I respected his dedication, I wanted a different life for myself. That was when we first began to drift apart. I went to college, and although he never said it in those exact words, he was hurt and disappointed. I believe he saw my ambitions as an insult to his own, when, if anything, they were merely an extension of the lessons he’d taught me.”
His gaze landed on Russ, and he spent a brief moment just looking at him, drawing strength from Russ’ presence. He was serious and somber in his dark suit, his gaze fixed on Stephen. The look of love and quiet, steady support was staggering. It gave him the strength to continue. “As I’m sure you all know by now, I’m gay. My father’s beliefs didn’t allow him to try to understand that. When I told him, it was with the full knowledge it would most likely end any relationship I had with either him or my mother. In the twenty five years since he asked me to leave his house, I only saw him a few times, and toward the latter part of his life, he lost his ability to remember that.”
Stephen took a deep breath and continued. “Since I’ve been back to Putnam, I’ve spent most of my time thinking about him, about his life and our relationship. In many ways, I feel more conflicted now than when I came to town. I’ve felt anger and grief, and most of the time, it was a mixture of both. I’ve learned that, toward the end, he asked for me, and that’s a staggering blow. Alzheimer’s is a difficult disease. I know he probably had no memory of the rift between us or why we were no longer a part of each other’s lives. I know any relationship we could have had in those years would have been built on a lie. But a part of me still wishes I’d had a final chance to speak to him. A part of me wonders if we could have repaired the divide between us.” Stephen’s gaze flicked to Russ’ face again.
“This isn’t meant to be a political speech in any way. I’m not here to prove anything or try to change your mind, but whether you approve of my relationship or not, I have to acknowledge I would not have made it through the past few days without my partner. Not everyone understands how I could love a man nearly twenty years my junior, but I can honestly say his strength and support is easily that of a man twice his age. He has helped guide me through one of the most difficult times in my life and helped me find some peace when it comes to my relationship with my father.”
Stephen paused for a moment, squaring his shoulders. “Whatever your beliefs, whatever your feelings, please use my mistakes as a reminder that no matter how angry you are at someone in your life, no matter how estranged you are from them, life is short. I’ve been faced with my own mortality in the last few days, and I urge you to remember that. I learned many valuable lessons from my father over the years about hard work, dedication, and perseverance.” Stephen took a deep breath. “Yet, I suspect his legacy will be to remind me that life is too short and fragile to remain angry.
“Thank you.”
He stepped back as the Reverend murmured an “Amen,” and the crowd echoed it. Stephen took a seat beside Russ and threaded their fingers together, feeling the strength of his grip.
Reverend Walker stood in front of the podium again and spoke. “The writer of Ecclesiastes said: ‘To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven ... A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.’
“As humans, we are able to grieve because we have the ability to give and receive love. It is no small gift, and in this particular case, where father and son were estranged, it is only because there is still love that there is grief. As other, wiser men than I have said, it is not hate that’s the opposite of love, but indifference. Stephen and Beau Parker’s relationship is one I truly believe neither man was happy with. Though there was anger, there was also love, and I urge you to take Stephen’s words to heart. Do not let anger stew within you while there is still a chance for forgiveness.” His gaze swept the crowd. “The literal translation of the Greek word for forgiveness is to send away, to dismiss, to depart. On many levels, this is appropriate today. When they argued, Beau Parker sent his son away. He dismissed his son in the literal sense. Although Beau has gone to rest with God the Father, I believe there is another deeper level for forgiveness at work here. To forgive means to send away that which caused the breach in their relationship. It is Stephen’s forgiveness of his father, his sending away of hate and resentment, which will help him heal.
“In Matthew chapter four, verse four, we are taught, ‘Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.’ Often, there is a belief that grief must be dealt with as quickly as possible, but I do not believe that. Grief is a process. It takes time, and only through the Lord’s grace are we able to find peace.”
It wasn’t the Lord’s grace Stephen needed in order to feel comforted, but that of the man beside him, Stephen thought. The remainder of the service passed in a blur as the Reverend continued to speak of God, and Stephen spent it thinking of his past and his future.
He was startled when he heard the pastor speak the words, “That concludes our service. Immediately following this, we will depart for the Oakview Memorial Gardens for the internment of Beauford Parker’s body. Please, stand and bow your heads for a final prayer.”
***
Russ drove to the cemetery, following the hearse. Stephen was silent and grateful that neither Russ—nor Miss Esther, who sat in the back—disturbed him. His mind felt thick and sluggish, as if every thought had to be forced through an opaque curtain of fog.
With no pallbearers but Russ and himself, men from the funeral home took part, helping carrying the casket over the short, brittle grasses of the cemetery lawn.
Not all of the mourners at the funeral home followed them to the cemetery, and an extremely small crowd stood around the grave as Reverend Walker began. “Today, we are gathered together for the graveside service for Beauford William Parker. On behalf of his son Stephen Parker, I would like to thank all of you for coming today.”
The reverend continued but Stephen felt his mind drift again. The sun beat down on them, and in black, the heat was nearly intolerable. The buzzing of bees and other insects was interrupted by the hum of an airplane flying high above in the blue sky. Stephen could hear the rustle of a faint wind in the trees on the far side of the cemetery, but the reverend’s words were like white noise as he spoke about his father’s place in Heaven. Miss Esther stood on one side of him, her arm tucked through the crook of Stephen’s elbow. Russ stood on his other side, one hand against his back. Even with the baking heat of the sun, Russ’ touch somehow seemed warmer than anything else around him. It was reassuring either way; the heavy weight, the pressure against his shoulder blade, grounded him. He stared at the headstone of plain polished granite. Some of it was obscured by the casket, but he knew exactly what it said. Louisa Eleanor Clayton, born: June 12, 1935 died: November 28, 2000. The other side said Beauford William Parker, born: May 25, 1928. The death date was blank; it would be filled in some time after the burial. Stephen had paid for the engraving and for the upkeep of the cemetery plot. He knew he would likely never visit again.
For a moment, he let thoughts of his mother drift by. She was, at heart, a kind woman, although over the years, poverty and grief had worn down any spark of life in her. Stephen suspected that if his father had been an easier man to live with, she might have been a different woman. He’d seen glimpses of it over the years, and he could still hear her soft, sweet voice singing and the hiss of the iron as she ironed their church clothes, worn at the edges but always neatly mended and scrupulously clean.
He hadn’t known her as a person, and he wondered how she’d coped with losing so many children. He and Miss Esther had discussed it once, and although she didn’t know the full story, he knew not only had there been a number of miscarriages when his mother lost the pregnancy early on, but a stillborn child, another boy, a few years before Stephen’s own birth.
He wondered where the baby was buried; it certainly wasn’t here next to his parents’ graves. He wondered too what life might have been like if his brother had lived, if all the miscarriages had never happened. What would it have been like to grow up as part of a large family? Would it have been enough to keep the farm from going under? Would it have made his father an easier man to live with? Perhaps, Stephen thought. But then again, there was no way to know.
The pastor’s voice broke through Stephen’s fog. “In the word of the Thessalonians, chapter four, verses thirteen through eighteen, ‘But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve, as the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, and remain until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.’”
Stephen’s own religious beliefs lay somewhere between resentment of the Christian churches that had called him so many hateful names over the years and a hodgepodge of agnostic beliefs that there was something beyond this life on earth. He couldn’t believe in a God who hated and divided people, and his own moral compass had needed no divine teachings to tell him he should do his best to be a decent person. Doing the right thing was the only reward he was looking for. But the appeal of life after death was there, especially right now with his father’s body about to be interred in the earth and his own mortality looming over him. It was easier to imagine some peaceful place where his father and mother were reunited, happy together at last. Where they could look down on Stephen and finally feel proud of the life he’d built for himself. He lacked the faith to believe in that Heaven, but a small part of him still hoped for it.
Sweat trickled down the back of his neck and dampened his shirt as the funeral ceremony concluded, the Reverend’s voice soothing against the backdrop of dry summer wind and buzzing insects.
“Heavenly Father, we thank You this day for Your eternal and unchanging word. In the face of death, we thank You for Your gift of eternal life. We thank You for Beauford Parker’s life here on this earth. We acknowledge he is enjoying the blessings of Heaven in Your loving embrace. Father, we commit his body to the earth and rejoice that his spirit is now with You. We anticipate the reunion of spirit and body at the coming of the Lord, and we find comfort in the knowledge we shall be together with the Lord forever on that day. We thank You, Father, that in the coming months that truth and the presence of Your Spirit will strengthen, sustain, and comfort Beauford Parker’s friends and family. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
Stephen heard the murmured Amen of the crowd around him, Miss Esther’s fervent and heartfelt, although he felt no inclination to join in.
After the ceremony concluded, the crowd dispersed, people taking their time to say their final goodbye to his father and to offer their condolences. He was pleased to see Russ was included in it. Although he wasn’t grieving Stephen’s father, it touched Stephen to know people understood Russ’ importance to him. He said goodbye to Mrs. Grosse, thanking her for attending the funeral, then thanked the Reverend. Although he had no doubt Reverend Walker believed his relationship with Russ was a sin in the eyes of God, it was a relief to know the man was a decent enough human being not to bring up the issue at a time like this. Stephen had braced himself for the worst, but although he had to admit there were times he resented the religious people who held to the belief of hate the sin, love the sinner, in this case, he was grateful. The man shook both their hands and offered his condolences with sincerity and respect. His father’s funeral was no place for a debate of beliefs or morals, and he respected that the man could perform the service and treat Stephen and Russ with civility. He was sincere as he shook the man’s hand and thanked him.
Then it was just Miss Esther, Russ, and him beside the grave. Waylon Lambert and the staff of the memorial gardens stood a discreet distance away as they said their goodbyes. Miss Esther’s were silent as she stood with her head bowed in front of the casket. But when it was his turn, Russ spoke aloud.
“Sir, I know if we’d met, you probably wouldn’t have liked me very much. I’ll be honest, I don’t think I would have liked you either. But I do love your son, and no matter how you felt about that, I hope you know how determined I am to be the best man for him. I’m young, I know, but if the last few days have taught me anything it’s that I don’t want to miss out on a life with him. He’s one of the best men I’ve ever met, and I plan to do whatever I can to make him happy. I hope you’re at peace now, sir, and you can see the truth of my words.”
Stephen felt the sting of salt in his eyes as he listened to Russ’ short but earnest speech. The love he had for that man was like nothing he’d felt before.
Russ gripped his shoulder tightly for a moment then held out his arm to Miss Esther to lead her back to the car.
Stephen stood alone by the graveside for a few moments but knew in that moment, he would never truly be alone again. Beside him or miles away, Russ was a part of him now. He rested a hand on the shining wooden casket, his vision going blurry. “Goodbye, Father,” he whispered.
There was more he wanted to say, more he probably needed to say, but at the moment, those were the only words he had.
***
The drive back to Miss Esther’s was quiet. He and Russ held hands in the front seat, and she sat silently behind them, staring out the window, her expression placid. The cool air in the car felt wonderful after the oppressive heat of the day, and the quiet sound of the tires on the road lulled him into a meditative stupor. Every so often, Stephen could see Russ glance at him out of the corner of his eye, concern etched on his face.
As they passed through the quiet streets of Putnam, Stephen felt some of the weight bearing down on his shoulders begin to lift. He might never love this town, hell, he might not like it, but some of his hatred had faded. His view of it had been so black and white. Sure, there was hatred toward him here; there were probably people who wanted nothing more than to see him and Russ burn in Hell. There were also people like Coach Franks who were disgusted by him and Russ but still felt compelled to offer their condolences on Stephen’s father’s death. There were also people who had taken time out of their lives to show their support at the funeral, whatever their personal beliefs on his sexuality. There were pastors like Reverend Walker who might hope to change him, but were still respectful enough not to try. And finally, people like his former teacher, Dorthea Grosse, and Miss Esther who were kind people with nothing but love in their hearts for everyone.
Putnam, Georgia wasn’t a perfect place. Stephen would never want to live in a small town like it when he could live in a place like Atlanta where he and Russ could walk down the street and feel comfortable. But neither was it, nor the people in it, the monster that had loomed over him for years. The town and its people were flawed like any other; imperfect, but not irredeemable.
Russ helped Miss Esther into the house, and Stephen followed behind. The elderly woman seemed frail, a little tired, but there was still the reassuring spark in her eyes. In the dim, cool entryway of the house, she turned to him. “You did the right thing today, Stephen.”
“What was that?” He smiled down at her, his affection tinged with the sadness of knowing she was getting up there in years, and most likely, the next time he saw her would be at her own funeral. The knowledge hurt, as did the fact he would grieve her longer and harder than either of his parents.
“You put aside your needs and said goodbye to your father the way he would have wanted it. You’re a good man, Stephen Parker,” she said, kissing his cheek. She looked at Russ. “And you are too. You hold tight to each other, you hear me?”
They both nodded, and she folded her hands in front of her. “I don’t suppose you’ll come visit me again, will you?”
“I don’t know,” Stephen said honestly. “This town ... it’s difficult for me to be here. It brings up a lot of painful memories. I’ve laid some of the ghosts to rest, but others may take much longer.”
She nodded. “I thought as much. Well I wish you both the best then. I love you, Stephen, I hope you know.”
Tears pricked his eyes as he enfolded her in a hug. “I do, Miss Esther. I do. And I love you too. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done.”
“You’ll be headin’ out now then?” she asked, no hint of censure in her voice.
“Yes. Once we have some time to unwind, we’ll pack and head out.”
“Well, I’d best put together some food for the road then,” she said. “Y’all go relax now. You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like, but I’ll have it ready for ya’ when you leave.”
Stephen followed Russ up the stairs, restlessness settling over him with every step he took. He felt drained from the emotion of the day but strangely anxious at the same time, his mind unsettled. He needed something to calm him, return him to his normal equilibrium.
A few moments later, Stephen closed the bedroom door behind them and twisted the lock. He stared at his lover for a long time, memorizing the features of his face. The air in the room felt warm and sticky; they’d forgotten to close the shades and the curtains were sheer, blocking some of the light, but none of the heat. Russ’ brow furrowed as he looked back at Stephen, his eyes dark and worried. “What do you need?”
He realized he had the answer to that question right in front of him. “You.” Stephen’s voice was hoarse as he reached for his tie and worked the knot loose. “I just need to be inside you. If you’ll have me.” Russ was what he needed, the feel of the man he loved in his arms would soothe all the feelings roiling within him.
“Always.”
The word was hushed and full of promise, and Stephen felt his skin prickle at the words, hoping they were true. He cupped Russ’ cheek, his thumb swiping across Russ’ full lower lip. At the moment, Russ’ eyes were a sweet honey brown, and the sunlight flooding the room made his skin gleam soft gold. Wanting to see more of that beautiful skin, Stephen removed Russ’ tie, slowly working it loose before draping it over the nearby chair. Russ was uncharacteristically still, allowing Stephen to dictate his every movement, his gaze steady and full of emotion.
He eased the jacket off Russ’ shoulders, feeling the easy roll of the man’s muscles as he helped Stephen remove the clothing. Stephen methodically unbuttoned his shirt, enjoying every new inch of smooth, warm skin revealed. When it was open, he lifted Russ’ arm, placing his palm against Stephen’s chest as he worked the buttons at the cuff loose. Russ’ skin was scorching, even through the clothes Stephen still wore. I love you, he thought, but the words seemed wholly inadequate compared to the way he felt. He swallowed thickly as he switched hands, working on Russ’ left cuff. He had to look away from Russ’ intense gaze for a moment. The shirt joined the jacket, forgotten the moment it left Stephen’s hand.
Stephen leaned in and pressed his lips to Russ’ shoulder as he slid his hands between Russ’ suit pants and underwear. He inhaled, pulling in the sweet, musky scent of Russ’ skin that mingled with the woodsy notes of his cologne and deodorant. He wanted to breathe him in deep and never let him go.
Russ’ pants slipped to the floor with a soft whoosh, and the underwear followed a moment later. Russ watched as Stephen removed his own clothes, the heat in his eyes making the stifling room seem tepid by comparison. The fan whirred quietly across the room as Stephen grasped Russ’ waist and walked backward to the bed. When his knees hit the edge, he sat, drawing Russ down on top of him. Russ used a hand on his shoulder to steady himself and straddled Stephen’s thighs, placing his knees on either side of Stephen’s hips. Russ moaned quietly when Stephen ran his hands up Russ’ thighs, over his hips to his trim waist, then to his broad shoulders.
Sweat dampened their bodies, making his palms glide against Russ’ smooth, tan skin. He felt the thick prod of Russ’ cock against his stomach, the sticky tip dragging against Stephen’s abs. He licked Russ’ neck, tasting the salty sweetness of his skin. Russ’ hand moved to the back of his head, his fingers threading through Stephen’s hair. The room was so quiet, Stephen could hear the ragged sound of Russ breathing under the white noise of the fan. He kissed his way down Russ’ neck, testing the strength of the corded muscles with his teeth. It was the first time he’d allowed himself to go so slowly with Russ. Before, they’d always been so desperate for each other, so hungry nothing would assuage it but to have Stephen buried to the hilt inside Russ. The need still twisted Stephen’s belly, but something prompted him to truly savor it this time. He’d be inside Russ eventually, but in the meantime, he needed the sweet exploration to fill the ache. He needed to remind himself Russ was his. That no matter what happened in the world around them, they had each other.
The air was hot and still despite the sluggishly moving fan. He rubbed his cheek against Russ’ shoulder, the scrape of his whiskers making Russ shudder, his skin pebbling with goosebumps even in the sticky heat. Russ’ arms closed around his shoulders, and for a moment, they were both still. Stephen’s head resting against Russ’ shoulder, Russ’ arms tight around him, Stephen’s thighs bracketed by Russ’. Stephen shuddered, feeling the prick of tears in his eyes and the overwhelming emotions threatening to take over. Then Russ made a quiet, needy sound in the back of his throat, and Stephen was once again aware of the hard length of Russ’ cock, pressed against his own, trapped in the space between their bodies.
He lifted his head and met Russ’ gaze, his fingers closing around the back of Russ’ head before he leaned in to kiss him. The wet glide of Russ’ tongue against his own made him shudder, desire surging through his entire body. He forced himself to continue the slow exploration though, drawing out the sweet, deep kiss without letting it turn frantic. He could feel the struggle in Russ’ body, the urge to let desire take away their control, but after a moment, he seemed to steady himself and let Stephen lead.
The shadow of his whiskers rasped against Stephen’s as they kissed, and his lover’s mouth tasted like home. Russ shifted on Stephen’s lap as the heat between them built, sweat coating their skin, making every movement smooth and easy. Stephen’s hands slid down Russ’ ribs, fingers tickling his backbone as he continued to kiss Russ deeply. His fingers spread wider as they reached the round curve of his ass, the firm muscles enticing him to dig in a little. Russ made a low sound in his throat and shifted on Stephen’s lap, the flared head of his cock catching the edge of Stephen’s. Stephen bit back a groan and leaned to the side, continuing to kiss Russ as he reached blindly for the bedside drawer. He fumbled for the lube, chasing it around the otherwise empty drawer for a moment before his fingers closed around it.
He straightened and reached behind Russ’ back to squeeze some onto the fingers of his left hand before tossing the tube on the bed. He ended the kiss with a final lap of his tongue against Russ’ lips. His right hand skimmed down over Russ’ lower back before two fingers spread his cheeks, watching Russ’ reactions. He teased Russ at first, slowly circling the crinkled hole until Russ’ hand tightened on his shoulder, and he pushed back against Stephen’s finger. He moaned quietly, something faintly resembling Stephen’s name, and rocked his hips. Everywhere their bodies touched was slick with sweat, and Stephen felt drugged on the sweet gripping heat and promise of more when he finally sank a finger into Russ’ body. One finger became two, and he felt the jerk of Russ’ cock against his own. He slowly slid his fingers out of his lover’s body, his hands moving to Russ’ hips, dragging a sticky trail of lube across his skin. He coaxed Russ to lift then slipped a hand between them to position his cock, letting the tip kiss Russ’ entrance.
Stephen sucked in a deep breath as he eased inside of the man he loved. The silky, tight grip of his body made Stephen’s head spin, and the rough, ragged breathing in his ear made him go even slower, savoring the intensity of the moment. The heat in the air became an inferno, threatening to scorch them both as he gripped the back of Russ’ thighs and rocked his body over Stephen’s. Russ braced himself against Stephen’s shoulders, staring down at him for a moment before his eyes fluttered closed and his head lolled back. Stephen watched him with a fierce hunger, needing to see every nuance of his expression, every tiny reaction Stephen could wring out of his lover’s body.
Sweat stung his eyes as the slow, steady movement became rougher, harsher, and his arms burned from the exertion. The pleasure grew and grew until he could no longer stop the inevitable release. He stilled Russ’ movements, seating his cock as deep as possible within Russ’, his own body shaking as he pumped into Russ, flooding him with heat.
Russ moaned low and long, and the gold light of the room went dark as Stephen closed his eyes and pleasure made his head swim. Another belly-clenching, soul-rattling spasm ripped through his body. He came hard and long, shuddering as his balls finally emptied, and there was nothing but a low, sweet ache in his groin.
He reached between their bodies to grip Russ’ cock, leaning in to kiss him as a few hard strokes sent Russ flying over the edge to join Stephen. The splash of heat against his chest and the feel of Russ shuddering in his arms made his cock jerk inside Russ once more. The room smelled of come and sweat, mingling with the faint lemon oil and pleasant dustiness of old furniture. They panted against each other’s shoulders, warm breath flowing over sweaty skin.
“I love you,” Stephen said in a choked whisper, awed by the strong pillar of support his partner had been. “I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”
He shifted on the bed, sliding back and pulling Russ with him so they lay tangled together on the sheets. His cock had slipped from Russ’ body, striping his thigh with come, but he felt every bit as connected to his lover as he had when he was inside him. The past few days had changed him, changed the depth of his feelings for Russ.
Neither of them spoke for a long time, content to lie together silently. Stephen ran his hands up and down Russ’ back, feeling the soft skin over hard muscle, knowing deep down to his bones Russ was the man he’d spent so many years looking for. He hadn’t expected to find love with a twenty-eight-year-old man, but he had, and now, he had no intention of letting him slip away.
He thought back to Miss Esther’s words of advice to hold onto Russ and made a silent vow. He wouldn’t let Russ go, not for anything. He thought about his family and wished they had understood. Maybe he should have done more to show them being gay didn’t make him evil. It wasn’t something to condemn and fear.
Maybe if they’d met Russ, they would have understood. But maybe not. Maybe his father would always have hated him. Maybe Stephen simply wasn’t the son his father wanted, and maybe he would never have been enough to make up for the failure of the farm or for the siblings Stephen had never had. It was freeing in a way, to realize perhaps there wasn’t a single thing he could have done.
The tears came out of nowhere, hot and salty as they hit Russ’ skin. Russ cradled him, his hands tender, his touch sweet, soothing the pain. Stephen—the man who could count on one hand the times he’d cried, never letting anyone else see it—didn’t try to stop the tears this time. Russ’ response was wordless, but his tight grip was enough. The tears flowed hot and fast, but not for long, and by the time Stephen’s eyes were dry, he felt calm again. At peace. The hate and grief drained away and left him feeling empty of everything but his love for Russ.
He could leave his father and his past behind in Putnam. Move on with his life.
“Take me back to Atlanta,” he said quietly. “Take me home.”
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