
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: ]


  Riptide Publishing


  PO Box 1537


  Burnsville, NC 28714


  www.riptidepublishing.com


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. All person(s) depicted on the cover are model(s) used for illustrative purposes only.


  Interborough


  Copyright © 2016 by Santino Hassell


  Cover photo: Mel Seser, melseser.com


  Cover design: L.C. Chase, lcchase.com/design.htm


  Editor: Sarah Lyons


  Layout: L.C. Chase, lcchase.com/design.htm


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the publisher, and where permitted by law. Reviewers may quote brief passages in a review. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Riptide Publishing at the mailing address above, at Riptidepublishing.com, or at marketing@riptidepublishing.com.


  ISBN: 978-1-62649-475-6


  First edition


  October, 2016


  Also available in paperback:


  ISBN: 978-1-62649-476-3


  ABOUT THE EBOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED:


  We thank you kindly for purchasing this title. Your nonrefundable purchase legally allows you to replicate this file for your own personal reading only, on your own personal computer or device. Unlike paperback books, sharing ebooks is the same as stealing them. Please do not violate the author’s copyright and harm their livelihood by sharing or distributing this book, in part or whole, for a fee or free, without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner. We love that you love to share the things you love, but sharing ebooks—whether with joyous or malicious intent—steals royalties from authors’ pockets and makes it difficult, if not impossible, for them to be able to afford to keep writing the stories you love. Piracy has sent more than one beloved series the way of the dodo. We appreciate your honesty and support.


  [image: ]


  The Raymond Rodriguez from a few years ago wouldn’t recognize the guy he is today. He’s left his slacker ways far behind him and is now juggling two jobs and school. But the balancing act doesn’t allow much time for the man he loves.


  David is doing his best to be supportive, but problems at work and his own insecurity leave him frustrated—in more ways than the obvious—whenever he goes to bed before Raymond gets home. The heat and affection between them is still there, but they barely have the time or energy to enjoy it. And it doesn’t help that Raymond is still hiding David from his colleagues.


  The stress mounts so high that a vacation in paradise is filled with turmoil instead of harmony, and culminates on their return to the five boroughs with broken promises and heartache. They have to figure out how to stop allowing their differences to overshadow their love. It’s the only way they’ll make it to forever.


  For anyone who overcame bumps in the road on their way to a happy ending.
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  I’d been waiting to watch the UFC featherweight championship for weeks, but now my attention was fixed only on David instead of the fight. His hair shone gold in the sunshine streaming through the window, a halo above his big round eyes, upturned nose, and intensely fuckable mouth.


  Who had given him a popsicle? What were these people trying to do to me?


  I blamed Stephanie. My Queens crew of longtime friends had finally managed to shit-talk me into driving over from Brooklyn for their Saturday night UFC ritual. In the past, we’d done it at the old Rodriguez house, but after the death of my mom, and after Michael and I had opted to rent it rather than live in it, they’d changed the location to Stephanie’s apartment, the next largest space.


  Which meant she was definitely the popsicle culprit. As if I needed another reason to perv on my boyfriend’s full pouty lips. Even after dating for almost a year and a half, I was still caught on a regular basis by how gorgeous he was.


  “How long are the preliminary fights?” David asked. “I’m only here to see Nate Diaz.”


  “Prelims are like two hours,” Sharky said, nodding at the huge television screen. “But the fights have been good so far.”


  “It’s hard to care when I don’t know any of these guys.” David licked the tip of the popsicle. “I’m terrible about sports stuff.”


  “Don’t you watch with Ray?”


  “Um. We used to sometimes, but now he’s never home.” David’s eyes flicked to me guiltily, as if he was admitting a dark secret instead of making a factual statement. One of his eyebrows rose, and I knew he had realized I was in lust mode—staring him down and biting my lower lip. Mad obvious.


  “Oh ho!” Chris appeared in the archway leading from the kitchen with a spatula in his hand. “So, Ray hasn’t just been too busy for his old friends? I figured he thought he was too good for us now that he’s Mr. Joe College with two jobs!”


  “I am,” I said without looking away from David’s growing smirk. “I’m so good that I’m working a dead-end office job, right before jetting off to my community college evening classes with a bunch of eighteen-year-olds, before going to sweat it out on the docks all night.”


  “Ain’t nothing wrong with community college, bruh.” Chris swung the spatula and sent droplets of grease flying. “I did it.”


  Stephanie sat up from where she was curled on the couch next to Sharky. “Ay, puñeta! If you got oil on my couch, I swear—”


  “Then make your own pastelillos, asshole!” Despite the defiant words, Chris ducked back into the kitchen. Tonya’s laugh rang out even though I couldn’t see her. They’d taken over dinner duty since Sharky and I would just order a billion wings and pizza if it were up to us. They’d all mutually refused to allow David to help since he was a guest.


  “You guys are all so cute.” David resumed licking his popsicle without looking away from me. “It’s obvious you’ve been friends forever.”


  “Mm-hmm.” Stephanie curled into Sharky’s side again. He seemed to be pretending she wasn’t cuddling him, and was staring intently at the TV. “Aren’t you glad you used Raymond to get in with us?”


  “So glad. That plan was genius.”


  “I know, right?” She grinned at him. “Maybe if you guys come over more, we’ll make you a probationary member of our squad. I’ll have to think of some hazing rituals first. Handball tournaments until dawn and chancletas with socks in public.”


  Sharky scoffed, and David burst out laughing.


  With them joking, it was easy to tell myself that I should refocus on the fight and stop fantasizing about what I’d do to David later, but it was hard. He was right. I was barely around these days, which meant our quality time was down to a minimum. Part of the reason why I said no to constant invitations to see my Queens crew was because I tried to savor every moment I had with David, especially because those moments were few and far between.


  It sucked just as hard as David as he worked that popsicle. Due to the triple whammy of my office job at Lexus Language Services, evening classes in the maritime technology program at Kingsborough, and my longshoreman gig on the docks in Red Hook (my one true love), I was working almost eighteen hours a day most days, and running between multiple boroughs on others. In a perfect world, I’d bump LLS off my schedule and work the docks in the mornings so I could go to school in the afternoon and spend every evening with David, but it wasn’t working out that way. It always seemed like something came up.


  First, I’d planned to stay at LLS only until the semester started at Kingsborough, but then I’d gotten a new car with monthly payments of about five hundred bucks. It’d been my one reward to myself after making so many changes, even though the combined cost of it and my tuition at Kingsborough meant I had to stay at LLS for the extra cash flow. But even though I’d almost saved enough for the rest of my tuition, I’d yet to quit because I fucking knew as soon as I dropped the additional income, there would be some kind of emergency requiring cash.


  David didn’t get it because he was used to shit going right in his world. I knew better. So, we’d compromised on me quitting LLS after our spring break vacation in April—a cruise sponsored by his ex-boyfriend’s social media startup. The amount of strings I’d pulled to get the time off at both LLS and on the docks had been impressive, and I didn’t even give a damn about an island destination. I just wanted to be with David every day, all day for a week straight. That was my idea of a break from reality.


  Speaking of . . .


  David had finished the popsicle and was now dragging the flat of his tongue along the stick. There was no way this was a coincidence. My knee bounced as my dick throbbed. An array of dirty images passed before my eyes. He glanced at me again, grinning wider, and eased off the couch.


  “I’m gonna go make a phone call.”


  “Let it wait,” Sharky complained. “You’re gonna miss everything.”


  “Can’t. It’s my landlord.” David glanced at me. His brow quirked again. “Steph, can I go in your bedroom? It’s too loud in here.”


  She nodded. David glanced at me again, and then he disappeared down the hallway. I waited for only a few seconds before getting to my feet. Stephanie smirked without looking away from the screen, but no one commented as I left the living room.


  My pulse was racing by the time I got to her bedroom, where I found David sitting on the edge of the bed with his phone tossed carelessly beside him. Lust exploded inside of me like an atom bomb.


  I shut the door and walked over to him. “Tease.”


  “I wasn’t at first,” he said. “Not until you started staring at me like you wanted to eat me.”


  “I do want to eat you.”


  “And your dick was hard,” David pointed out. “I don’t know how no one noticed.”


  “Because it wasn’t that obvious.”


  “Oh please, Ray. When you wear sweatpants, everyone can see that anaconda.”


  “You’re so stupid,” I said, laughing.


  “That’s partially why you love me. Admit it.”


  “Oh, I admit it.” I stood in front of him so my crotch was level with his face. “Among other reasons.”


  David rubbed his face along the bulge in my pants. “What are the reasons? Good answers get you shiny rewards.”


  “How shiny?”


  “You’ll know when you get them.”


  “Mmm.” He traced the outline of my dick with his lips, and my breath caught. “Because you do all of those squat challenges to keep your ass round and tight.”


  My response prompted David to tug the waistband of my sweats down. My dick was doing its best to escape the tight confines of my boxer briefs. As eager as I was to be in his mouth, I loved the anticipation when he made me wait. And I knew he loved it when I was close to begging for his touch.


  “And you ask for my opinions on your tenure binder when you’re stressed even though you know I’m useless at reading student data. But I like that even my worthless opinions can reassure you.”


  David had started mouthing me damply through the thin cotton layer of my underwear, but he huffed out a laugh. I slid my fingers into his hair, lightly gripping.


  “And you send me all of those group project memes when I’m in that shitty English class they’re forcing me to take.”


  The band of my underwear inched down.


  “Also, the way you automatically press against me every night when I finally get home from work. Like you’ve been waiting for me even though you’re already asleep.”


  David looked up at me from beneath his long lashes. “I’m always waiting for you. And when you fall asleep on the couch, I keep waiting.”


  I bopped him on the head. “Shut up. You’re ruining my game.”


  “Your game is ridic adorable. I was just going to tease you, but now I really want to suck your dick.”


  “Don’t let me stop you.”


  “We can’t! We’re in Stephanie’s room!”


  “And your point being . . .?”


  “That’s not—” David gestured vaguely, eyes dropping to my dick again. In the other room, voices raised in shouts of excitement as the television boomed. “That’s not . . . the, uh, impression I want to make on your friends.”


  “That’s cute, baby. But Stephanie basically just gave me a nonverbal directive to wreck your ass.”


  David’s face scrunched in confusion. I laughed and grabbed his collar, drawing him up for a kiss. Because how could I not? His desire to fit in with my friends, or for them to at least like him even though they’d already adopted him (well, except Tonya—she’d come back from her deployment to the news that I was bisexual and banging a preppy white boy and had instantly wanted to interrogate him), was part of the reason why I’d been wanting to ravish him ever since he’d started working that popsicle stick while trying to impress Sharky with his newfound interest in UFC. It would have been really easy for him to try to nudge me in the other direction, getting me in with his crowd of teacher friends, since we lived so much closer to them, but David made his best effort to keep my people in our lives.


  “You look so good today,” I murmured against David’s lips, reaching around to squeeze his ass through his skintight jeans. “I like when you wear these pants.”


  “Do you?” He caught my lower lip between his teeth and pulled on it before releasing. “Or are you trying to get blowjob points?”


  “Both.”


  We stared at each other for only a moment longer, then David slid to his knees, dragging my underwear down with him. By the time I remembered I hadn’t locked the door, he was taking my dick down so deep that my eyes were rolling back in my head. My groans were drowned out by the commentators of the fight, so I didn’t hold back. The wet velvet of his mouth was incredible, and the way he dug his fingers into my ass and jerked me forward sent a zing right to my balls.


  How long had it been since I’d been in his mouth? Before the semester started, we’d still been on that two-a-day high of the honeymoon period, but now . . .


  David’s head started bobbing and coherent thought vanished. I hunched forward, my hair spilling out of the tie that I’d used to knot it back, and I watched him work me over. His eyes flashed up at me, and my heart expanded in my chest. How did he still have the power to catch me off guard? To activate my lust and the overwhelming power of my affection with nothing more than a look?


  “Fuck, you’re amazing.”


  His eyes crinkled at the sides, and he hummed before taking me down to the root. My breath caught when I came—this hoarse gasp that crept up on me unexpected. He kept sucking until my mind was whited out with pleasure and my vision was fuzzy from the force of my release.


  I stumbled forward and blinked away the stars in my eyes before kneeling at the foot of the bed. He drew me into the type of kiss that would send a man head over heels if he wasn’t already there. We parted breathlessly, with his fingers knotted in the tangles of my hair. I’d started growing it out again at his request, and he couldn’t keep his hands away.


  “Your turn,” I said, voice scraping out low.


  David kissed the tip of my nose. “Nope. We have to go watch more sports things.”


  “Fuck all that. Main card fights don’t start for another hour. I’m getting you off.”


  “I dunno . . .”


  “We should have tried sixty-nine again,” I said. “I’ll try not to bite you next time.”


  “Try is not a good enough guarantee. Besides, it’s too hard to focus on what I’m doing.”


  “I know. That’s why you felt teeth when I came.”


  “So let’s just . . . not mess with that. Ever again.”


  I smirked. “Guess I’ll have to stick to the regular way.”


  “Well, if you insist . . .”


  I swiped my tongue over his mouth. “I do. I’ve been wanting you since we left the house.”


  “Is that why you were so reluctant to leave?”


  “Fuck yes. We could have banged all day.” I trailed openmouthed kisses down his throat. “Rainy weekend days are perfect for sex and ordering in.”


  “Mmm. Yes. And napping between rounds.”


  “Damn right. I’d have woken you up with a BJ every time.”


  David’s heart sped against my chest. I wondered if he was picturing it and getting excited, or if he was just . . . missing it. Missing the us we’d been before everything got insane.


  The days when we’d had time to slowly fuck for hours while lying in each other’s dirt. When we’d figured out what we liked. Sometimes we were so impatient to be inside each other that our fucking danced on the edge of too rough. Other times it was fun and experimental—like the first time he’d fucked me, our failed attempts at sixty-nine, and when we’d agreed to ditch the condoms. And then there were the times when I just wanted to play with him and listen to him moan. In the past, it’d happened on those lazy mornings when we didn’t want to get out of bed. But it’d been a while. Too long.


  My apology came in the form of another kiss. We shared breath, and I tasted the inside of his mouth. I closed my eyes and tuned my body to the rhythm of his still-increasing heartbeat as I undid his pants one-handed and started jacking him off.


  God, he was sexy. The way one of his hands clutched my hair while the other dug into my shirt. His gasps and sobs of pleasure against my mouth, the way they heightened when I sucked on his tongue, and the way he didn’t stop thrusting into my tightly gripping hand when the door opened. David didn’t even look. It was me who broke the kiss with a ragged gasp and caught Chris gaping at us.


  It was pretty annoying that he stood there like a jackass instead of booking it out the door.


  I sneered at him and kept pumping David, because the pulsing in his dick made it clear he was close. Thankfully, Chris tripped out of the door just before David threw his head back with an anguished moan. I cupped my hand to catch everything he spilled out, and grinned when he collapsed back on Stephanie’s bed.


  “Fuck, Ray. How are you so good at, like, handjobs?”


  “I’m basically a sex god.”


  “Shut up.” David pushed himself up on his elbows and watched me snag a few Kleenexes. “Am I insane, or did the door open?”


  “Chris’s dumb ass wandered in and stood there watching for like a full minute.”


  David jumped to his feet, instantly fixing his jeans as his face reddened.


  “Don’t worry, he didn’t see your come face.”


  “Oh my God, that is the worst. I’m a terrible guest!”


  I snickered.


  “It’s so not funny, Ray. They probably think I’m corrupting you.”


  “Do you have any idea what Steph and I used to get up to in front of people? In front of him, actually.”


  David zipped up and then tugged at my sweatpants. “Yeah, I do, but you all have known each other since you were, like, zygotes. I’m just some rando white boy.”


  “True.”


  He swatted my ass. “You shouldn’t have seduced me into coming in here. You’re a bad influence.”


  “Dude, it was you who faked a phone call from our landlord. I was content to eye-bang you for the next three hours.”


  “Hmph. It’s not my fault you’re completely irresistible when smoldering. Not to mention the aforementioned erection in your sweats.” David sighed tragically and looked at himself in Stephanie’s vanity mirror. He ran a hand through his hair, but nothing could be done about his swollen mouth. “I was doing a good job pretending to care about UFC too. I also didn’t complain about my downward-spiraling teaching career even once. Despite the fact that my principal keeps implying I’ll never get tenure.”


  My brows drew down. “She said that?”


  “Well, no . . .” David’s face clouded over. “But she mentions it every time I do something wrong. And this year it seems like everything I do is wrong. Every walk-through and evaluation has implied I’m still developing. It’s . . . not looking good.”


  “That’s bullshit. You’re an amazing teacher. If any of my teachers had gone to the length you go for your kids, I’d have been motivated to do more than the bare minimum to graduate.”


  David smiled softly. “Thanks. But the superintendent is coming down on her, which means she comes down on all of us. Last spring’s state test scores were crap, so now they’re micromanaging everything.” He shook his head as if clearing the thoughts. “But anyway, enough of that. Ugh. Now it will be in my head and I’ll end up talking about it during a main fight and ruin the vibe. That plus the quickie . . .” He made a mournful face. “I’m doomed.”


  “Holy shit, are you seriously worried about my friends judging you?” It was pretty laughable. Stephanie was probably mentally visualizing all the dirty things we were doing. And what she was imagining was likely dirtier than anything we’d ever done. I’d seen the books on her Kindle. In fact, I was now convinced she’d left it hanging around me on purpose. Apparently, my bisexuality hadn’t been as discreet as I’d thought. “You realize no one gives a fuck, right?” When he just pouted, I came up behind him and nuzzled his hair. “They like you, David. For real. They know you get how much they mean to me.”


  “But—”


  “Stephanie goes to Sunset Park to visit you when I’m not even around. You two go shopping and bring home a bunch of useless shit.”


  “My shoes are not useless.”


  I nipped at his earlobe. “Useless as fuck and too much for that small-ass apartment. But anyways, if it’s Tonya you’re worried about, don’t be. Even before she went to Iraq, she was never the most outgoing or trusting person.” David nodded and looked at our reflection in the mirror. I grinned. “But if you don’t want it to be obvious, you should prob make up some landlord story.”


  “Oh, that wasn’t a lie. Mr. Green texted me some weird message. Basically just told me to tell you to call him, and that you weren’t picking up your phone.”


  “Huh.” Landlords wanting to have chats when the rent wasn’t overdue didn’t seem like a good sign. I glanced at my phone and saw that I had three missed calls and a text message asking that I return them. “I wonder why.”


  “Well, I wonder why he couldn’t just talk to me. Since when am I the middle man? My name’s on the lease too.”


  “Yeah, but he doesn’t like talking to you.”


  David’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”


  “He expects you to flip out over small shit, I guess.” I shrugged. “I told him he shouldn’t hold your temper tantrums over closet size against you, but he wasn’t trying to hear it.” When David’s jaw dropped, it was an epic struggle not to laugh. “It’s fine, babe. I’ll handle it.”


  “I don’t want you to handle it! What the fuck, Raymond? You let our landlord talk shit about me?”


  Why had I thought he’d find it funny now when I’d avoided letting him in on this little tidbit of info for the past year and a half? Oh right, because I’d just blown my load hard enough to have lost all common sense and self-preservation instincts. My lizard brain was on a postorgasmic high.


  “Look, it’s not a big deal. He wasn’t really talking shit. It only came up because that old motherfucker next door kept complaining about how loud you get when we’re fucking, and Green figured you’d get pissed and confront the guy. He was trying to avoid neighbor drama by telling me instead of you.” David’s eyes went as wide as saucers, so I rushed on. “And since I knew you really would be embarrassed, I didn’t tell you about it. It just so happened that me and Green ended up bonding.”


  “You bonded . . . over how loud I get when you dick me out.”


  “No. Just . . . The situation—” There was no saving this. “Whatever, man. We just had a good laugh about uptight people in the building. He didn’t care at all. From that point, he just always hit me up first if he needed something.”


  “I see.”


  “Why are you mad? Do you just want to be mad?”


  David’s lip curled. “No, you ass. I want to not feel like you think it’s hilarious that our chauvinistic landlord has decided I’m the emotional little woman in this relationship, and you’re the one that handles things and makes decisions.”


  “Wow, no one thinks that.”


  “Yes. They do. People either respond with shock and awe that we’re a couple at all, or they shove us into stupid heteronormative roles.”


  “Who cares? People are idiots.” If looks could kill, I would have already died like eighty-three times. So I stopped fighting. Besides, I had no idea if he was right or not. None of my friends acted that way, but who knew what people said to David when I wasn’t around. I sighed. “You want me to call him now and put it on speaker?”


  “Yes.”


  “Bet.” I leaned against the dresser, hit Green’s name, and hoped the shouting and laughing from the living room wasn’t too loud through the door.


  “Hey, Raymond.”


  “Hey, Marty. What’s good?”


  “Nothing much—”


  “I’m here too,” David butted in.


  My boyfriend. Subtle like a brick in the head.


  “Hi, David,” Mr. Green said calmly. “Thanks for passing along my message.”


  David’s eyes narrowed to slits. “So, what’s going on? Rent’s not due for a couple weeks.”


  “No, I know. I was trying to get in touch with Raymond about the plumbing situation.”


  I could practically hear David’s teeth grinding. Clearing my throat, I avoided making eye contact. “Good, because that toilet runs nonstop, so your water bill is going to be on some next level bullshit. Also, the faucet in the shower is barely working.”


  “Right, I know. I can get my son-in-law out there on Monday evening at the earliest.”


  “Oh, that’s perfect,” I said. “I won’t be home, but David—”


  “Uh, no, that’s not perfect.” David shook his head at me as his brows drew down fiercely.


  There was an audible sigh on the other end of the call. “What’s the matter, David?”


  “Look— Wait, actually, can you hold on for a minute?”


  “Jesus Christ, David, what the fuck—” David snatched the phone out of my hand and jammed his finger down on the mute button. I glared and pushed him away, taking the phone back. “This is why the guy thinks you’re a lunatic. You always be doing some weird shit.”


  “I’m not being weird! His son-in-law is a total fucking creep, and I refuse to be alone in the apartment with him for however many hours it takes to fix the bathroom.”


  I squinted at David. “Say what?”


  “You heard me. When he came to do the sink, he was being a weirdo. Staring and lingering and being a creep.”


  My hackles rose. “Why didn’t you say something before?”


  “Because . . .” David gestured in frustration. “I don’t know. It’s not like he did anything. He was just creepy.”


  “Fine, then I’ll tell Marty to send his ass over when I’m home.”


  “Raymond—”


  I unmuted the phone. “Hey, bud. Can you send your boy over on Wednesday?”


  “Or,” David cut in, “you could send a real plumber?”


  Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. This kid was dying to make an enemy of our landlord. I pinched his side and ducked out of the way when he swung out his arm in annoyance.


  “Stephen is a real plumber, David,” Mr. Green said flatly. “But thank you for your concern about his credentials.” A loaded pause in which David looked close to destroying the entire borough of Brooklyn. “Anyway, he will be around on Wednesday.”


  We said our good-byes, and I hung up while David seethed beside me. “What?”


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  “About?”


  David stared at me incredulously. “I didn’t want his creep son-in-law in our apartment at all!”


  “But I’ll be—”


  “It doesn’t matter if you’re home. The guy is probably a sex offender.” David’s scowl deepened. “It just irritates me when you make decisions and don’t let me have a say. You could have heard me out before giving him the okay to send Captain Creeper to our apartment.”


  “It’s not that big of a deal.” I put an arm around him and drew him closer. He tried to wiggle away, but I held him tight against my chest. “You’re making this into drama for no reason. If he does something out of hand, I’ll put him in his place.”


  “It’s not drama, and I don’t need you to be my bodyguard. I just hate Green and his stupid son-in-law. I hope he dies on the way from Long Island.”


  I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. “God, you’re cute when you’re fired up.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Mmm.” I bumped my hips against his ass and pressed him up against the taller dresser. “Right here?”


  “Stop,” he complained, but his voice dipped lower when I bit the side of his neck. “Ray, quit it. You can’t fix everything with sex.”


  Sighing, I eased off. “Fine. I’m sorry I was oblivious that he’s kind of a douche bag to you. I didn’t even realize he was doing it.”


  “Yeah, because you never had to deal with that type of homophobic crap. I don’t pass for straight, so I do.” David tilted his head back against me. “But more importantly, can we start making more decisions together? Even if it’s just something like which plumber comes to the apartment. I know it sounds dumb, but it bugs me.”


  “We can.” I kissed him again. “And maybe we’ll actually be able to move out of that damn building at some point so you won’t have to deal with him anymore, and I won’t have to deal with our shitty neighbors.”


  “Fat chance,” David said. “I look at the listings sometimes, and it seems like we got the last good deal in the city. Everything that size is like three or four hundred more these days.”


  “Well, that figures, don’t it?” I shook my head. “Can we go clean up and watch the fights?”


  “Promise you’ll keep me in the loop about things, and stop dismissing me when I worry about something.”


  “Babe, I’m not trying to dismiss you or hide shit from you. It just makes me feel good to be able to handle things for a change. You know?”


  David’s expression softened. “I know. But I still want you to promise.”


  “I promise.”


  David let me nudge him to the bathroom, but I had a feeling he wasn’t convinced.
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  If anyone had told me a year ago that I’d be busting my ass at a job I genuinely loved at night and toiling away at a company I loathed during the day, I’d have laughed them out of my apartment and onto the subway. But here I was at Lexus Language Services. Same dented metal desk by the window and same view of One World Trade Center. I was still creeped out by the sight of it. It would never stop being weird that an enormous grave site had been transformed into yet another corporate park that doubled as a macabre tourist attraction.


  “Rodriguez, did you call FedEx about them not picking up our packages?”


  I flicked a glance at Marcus, my second-in-command. That was another funny thing about LLS. All the people who’d trained me had run for the hills or been fired for some petty infraction, so now I was the one in charge of facilities (not that the upgrade in title had come with a raise). The only people who’d stayed were the fuckers in the Individuals Department who’d finally ceased trying to convince me to go to their wack mixers and happy hours. At least I had school as a good excuse these days.


  “I’m on it.”


  “You’ve been on it for a week now.”


  This dude was phenomenally bad at reading my moods. It was like he wanted me to throw him through the window.


  “They won’t come out because accounting hasn’t pushed through the payment on our account. Is there something wrong with your feet that you can’t walk your ass a block or two to the FedEx office and ship them yourself?”


  Marcus stared at me. “They’re supposed to come pick it up. I don’t see why I should go after work.”


  “So don’t go after work.” I jerked open the drawer in my desk and pulled out a pack of Sour Punch straws. “Go now.”


  “It’s raining.”


  “Will you melt?” I stuck a straw in my mouth. “Or you can be really gentlemanly and ask our elderly receptionist to do it. She’s already offered, but I figured that would basically make me a lowlife.”


  “Jesus Christ.” Marcus spun his chair to turn back to his computer. “Forget it.”


  “Forgotten. Thanks for the chat.”


  As mind-sucking as the job was, getting to boss people around was pretty sweet.


  Flipping around my phone, I took a shitty selfie and uploaded it to Instagram without bothering to get a better shot. If people didn’t like my messy hair and candy straw, they could save themselves the effort of clicking on the little heart button.


  As Marcus typed loudly and pointedly to my left, I added a quick caption: Feelin like a boss today. Do i look like one?


  With nothing better to do than antagonize my coworkers, I scrolled through my phone and watched as comments populated. My brother made a scathing comment about professionalism, and one of the guys from the docks, Trey, said I was always a boss.


  I was really waiting to see if David would get a kick out of my rumpled appearance and text me about why I’d gone to work looking so raggedy, but there was no feedback from the boyfriend. No texts today either. The break in routine caught my attention, and I immediately opened a message.


  Raymond: I miss your face


  David: I love your face.


  Raymond: I love your errythang


  David: Sweet talker.


  Raymond: Only for you


  God, we were disgusting. Too bad the tension caused by my schedule kept leading to fights. Maybe the QFindr cruise would drag us out of the rut. If a jaunt down to the Virgin Islands couldn’t shake things up a bit, I didn’t know what would.


  Initially, the idea of spending a week on a boat with David’s ex had seemed like a bad idea, but apparently Caleb had moved on and all was right in the world. It seemed like a safe drama-free event, and I hoped it stayed that way.


  The invitation to the launch had come via email a couple of months ago. They had celebrity guests and corny Top 40 singers performing at a couple of the parties. Their queer dating app seemed to be taking off with Superman speed, and it was hard not to be impressed. Caleb had even offered to comp our ticket prices if we paid for airfare, but I’d shot that down in a hot minute. At the time, I’d been pretty insulted that he thought I needed his charity.


  Then again, if I was really going to quit LLS, shelling out a ton of money on a cruise wasn’t the best plan in case anything came up down the road. But whatever. Maybe it would be fine. Maybe we’d get lucky, and there would be open bars to go along with the free food. Apparently, QFindr was making them major bucks.


  Out of boredom more than curiosity, I searched for the app on Google Play. QFindr had nearly two million downloads already.


  I hit the purple and black QF symbol, watched it download, and spent several minutes examining the interface. It was a lot more user friendly than the version I’d beta tested months ago, and I could already see why it had become popular. If I searched the tags Puerto Rican, bisexual, and male, it generated profile snapshots from a bunch of different dating websites where those words had been mentioned in the users’ profiles, then prompted me to go to those sites and sign up. It was the simplest access to online dating that I’d ever seen. If they broadened it to include heterosexual profiles, they’d probably be making trillions. Or they should let me market that idea and I’d be the one making the trillions.


  “Rodriguez—”


  In reality, I’d just be sitting here with Marcus until I busted him upside the head one of these days.


  “If you ask me about FedEx again—”


  “It’s not about FedEx.” Marcus swiveled in his chair. “We’re also getting cut off notices from other companies that supply our office products. What do we do?”


  I sighed and tossed my phone on the desk. “I go fight with accounting.”


  My fight with accounting consisted of me leaning over the sandpaper wall of their cubicle, staring at the squirrelly dude with the curly mustache, and asking why he thought we didn’t need to pay for copy paper or staples. He was new, so I felt bad for getting on his case, but on the other hand, it wasn’t like this was his first job. Or his most challenging. Unless it was. I had no idea. I never spoke to any of these people. I’d just warmed up to the last batch of drudges before there had been a mass exodus that only my simple ass had failed to get in on.


  Five o’clock rolled in with a bunch of payments pending, and my irritation transitioned to the anxiety that always preceded getting on the subway during rush hour. But I had a six o’clock class at Kingsborough, so there was no way around it. Even if I decided to spring for a cab, getting one would be impossible. It would also be like forty bucks.


  Before descending into the hell of Wall Street Station, I checked my phone one last time and saw no new messages from David. I did, however, have a couple from Trey, which . . . I hesitated to answer. David swore the guy was flirtatious, but I didn’t read him as anything but straight. And out of everyone I’d met in the past year on the docks, Trey was the most helpful. He knew the ropes in the union; had the right connections aside from just my friendship with our boss, Rolly; and Trey had actually gone through the program at Kingsborough.


  Most longshoremen were real roughneck types—tatted up and bearded and would send a fleet of sailors running out of a bar after getting a load of their mouths—not exactly college boy material. But Trey had done it, and he had risen in the murky nepotism-riddled and corrupted ranks of the ILA—International Longshoreman Association. I didn’t know how it worked in other parts of the country, but the ports in New York and New Jersey seemed pretty shady. The longer I worked there, the more I caught wind of how many cushy jobs and six-figure salaries were handed out to guys with mafia ties or connections to city officials.


  Even so, I liked the money, and Trey knew strategies to get me higher up the food chain.


  Being an alleged supervisor at LLS was nice for a power trip every now and again, but I knew I’d been given the role because no one else was there to do it. If I became an inspector or supervisor on the docks, it’d be because I’d busted my ass trying, with the added bonus of knowing I’d worked hard to get it without crooked familial connection like the other guys.


  The 2 Train took an eternity to come, and I cursed myself for not springing for a cab after all. I was almost always late to my crappy public speaking class. I didn’t even see why I had to take it, but apparently it was a requirement for the maritime technology program. Even if the professor made me want to slam my head into a wall because he required participation and group assignments.


  The train screeched through the tunnel while I pressed my head against the door and tried not to make eye contact with the guy who’d noticed the blue, purple, and pink pin David had affixed to my jacket after I’d come out on Valentine’s Day. I’d never seen the bisexual flag before and had assumed it would be a pretty low-key way to show my pride, but the businessman with horn-rimmed glasses had obviously recognized my tiny queer symbol. When I finally met his gaze, he arched a brow, and I fought a smirk.


  Dudes hitting on me in public was such a new thing.


  I wasn’t out to anyone on the docks, but I’d told Trey about it because he was the only one I spent enough time around for it to become an issue with me having to constantly omit David in conversation.


  When the train pulled to a noisy stop at Atlantic Avenue, I slipped out of the car with a few other people. Looking back just before the doors closed, I saw the guy frown at me with disappointment. I shot him a smile. To be courteous. And I instantly texted David once I’d jogged up the stairs to the platform for the B Train—two more modes of transportation to get to my destination.


  Raymond: A dude eyefucked the hell out of me in the subway. You see what your damn pin is causing?


  David: Er, sorry to inform, but they do that all the time, babe. Even before the pin. You’re eye fuckable.


  Raymond: No way


  David: Way.


  Raymond: Why dont you come finger fuck me in an empty classroom


  David: That escalated quickly.


  Raymond: I had a bad day and could use a good dicking out right about now


  David: . . . Really? Because . . .


  Raymond: Yeees?


  David: You could totally skip class and I’ll fuck the hell out of you.


  My dick liked the sound of that, but my one-day-a-week night class with the one-absence policy didn’t.


  Raymond: You know i cant. My prof sucks. And I work the docks tonight.


  David: Sigh. I know. Sorry. I just miss you.


  He’d said that so much lately that it’d started putting me on edge every time. Most likely because it tended to precede an argument. Or be the end of one.


  My time was short, but I didn’t have a choice. I’d initially taken on so much in part because I wanted to make something of myself for him. Even though the schedule sucked, and I knew I no longer had to prove myself to him or my brother, part of me still wanted to prove to myself that I could maintain this steady pace. I could work hard and make money and take care of things that I’d previously avoided during the twenty-five years of me doing nothing but smoking pot and playing video games.


  I wasn’t about to give up now that I’d stepped up. So I said what I always said, and hoped things would get better after spring break.


  Raymond: Me too. But things will be better soon. I promise.
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  Public Speaking was the usual shit-show. We were assigned a group presentation, and I spent a large percentage of the planning slumped in my desk with my hood up. With little input from me, they went full steam ahead with a plan to do our presentation as a debate on Common Core. It sounded boring as fuck, but I’d listened to Michael, Nunzio, and David rant about it often enough to be familiar with the pros and cons of the state standards. My group just seemed relieved when I nodded in agreement, as if they’d expected me to put up a fuss.


  They spent the next hour brainstorming while I sat and wondered why they’d been so shocked. Maybe they’d doubted I would know what Common Core was. Everyone at school took one look at me and immediately assumed I was an idiot, so I shouldn’t even be surprised. The whole thing got me so tight that I glared at them for the rest of the class.


  The commute to Brooklyn pissed me off more because the trains ran like shit at night. By the time I got to the docks in Red Hook that evening, I was ready to murder someone due to the combination of exhaustion and lack of food.


  I was just debating stopping at the bodega for a buttered roll when David appeared like a goddamn angel of mercy and saved me from an unsatisfying dinner. Even though he was hanging out the window of my new car.


  “I figured you could use a break from the subway,” he said lightly. “So I brought your car. And a chicken and mozzarella sandwich from Green Fig Bakery.”


  “I fucking love you.”


  David tried to act cool, but his entire face lit up. “Eat in the car or . . .?”


  “Nah. Don’t play. You know food isn’t allowed inside the Charger.”


  “How could I forget? I expected you to ream me for driving the thing.”


  “Don’t call it the thing.”


  David snorted. He turned off the ignition and got out, holding the paper bag that contained my coveted sandwich. I could smell it already, and my stomach growled wildly.


  “Um. Do you have a place to eat?”


  “Yeah, let’s grab a stoop.”


  I led David to one of the buildings along the block, parked myself on the front steps, and dug into my sandwich. He looked around and sat beside me.


  “I can’t get over that this is a thing.”


  “What?” I asked around a mouthful of Italian bread. “Sitting on a stoop?”


  “Yeah, it seems annoying for the people who live here.”


  Raymond shrugged. “Probably, but they wouldn’t even know we don’t live here. Besides, stoop culture is legit New York shit. Anyone who has a prob with it is an asshole.”


  “I’d have a problem with it if someone was sitting on my steps all the time!”


  “’Cause you’re an asshole.”


  David knocked his knee against mine. I smirked and proceeded to gobble down the entire sandwich while David rested his face against his hand and watched. When I was done, I wiped my hands and slumped back on the steps with a content sigh.


  “God, you’re the best. I was dying.”


  “I figured.”


  “How come?”


  “Because you come home and clean out every random thing in the apartment before passing out in a food coma in the middle of the night. I knew there was no way you were giving yourself time to eat.”


  “There is no time.”


  “I know,” he said unhappily. “I’ll be so glad when this is over.”


  “Soon.” I hesitated only briefly before leaning over to brush my lips to his forehead. “After the cruise, it will be somewhat back to normal. We’ll have our evenings back.”


  “And our sex life?”


  I knew he had a point about us not fucking on the regular, but it ran my temper hot when he brought it up. “You don’t gotta keep talking about how hard up you are, man. It’s not my fault. You want me to wake you up every time I want to get it in at two in the morning, when I roll in from work?”


  “Yes!” I made a face, and he relented. “Okay, no. But I don’t always get grumpy.”


  “Uh-huh.” The handful of times I’d tried to rouse him from a deep sleep to fuck, he’d cursed me to hell without even waking up. Hadn’t even remembered the next morning. “We’ll see.”


  “Oh, come on. Don’t be so easily scared off.”


  David moved closer, and I tried not to tense up. This was his first time coming by the docks, so he had no reason to know our usually shameless PDA didn’t extend to this part of Brooklyn. But still. He knew I wasn’t out to my coworkers here or at LLS.


  “I’m scared of you taking a swing next time you wake up cranky and disoriented.” I kept my voice even despite my growing unease at the way he’d snaked an arm around me. “Maybe we should just figure out a way to never need sleep.”


  “Or you could quit LLS now.” David paused. “And you could stop trying to inch away from me.”


  “Anyone could walk up on us here.”


  He knew it. I knew he knew it. But I suspected he sort of wanted me to not care. But . . . I did.


  The happiness fled his expression, and he pulled away. “I’m gonna go home.”


  “How?”


  “Train.” He pulled the car keys from his pocket and dropped them in my lap. “I’ll see you later.”


  David stood just as Trey turned the corner. He didn’t immediately notice us but paused as soon as he did. His gaze swept over David.


  “Hey, Ray. This must be your old man.”


  Who even said shit like that anymore? “Uh, yeah. This is David.” I jerked my head at Trey. He was my height, but more muscular, and had the whole scruffy-bad-boy thing going for him. I could tell David was not thrilled that the guy he’d already insisted was too friendly via text and social media commentary was this hot in person. “David, this is Trey.”


  “I know who he is.”


  “Heh. Well, Trey’s the only dude on the docks who knows about us, so . . .” Where the fuck was I going with this? Telling David to be nice was not a thing that was going to happen when there was an audience to watch him flip out on me. “So yeah.” Brilliance at work.


  “We should all get together some time,” Trey said. “Get to know each other a little better.”


  I fully expected David to ask why that was necessary, but he surprised me by pasting on a fake smile. “Sure. Maybe you can bring your girlfriend.”


  “No girlfriend for me.”


  “I see.” I could practically hear the gears turning in David’s head. “Well, we can figure something out. Maybe by then our bathroom won’t be falling apart and we can have company.”


  I rolled my eyes. “It’ll be fixed in a couple days.”


  “If the nepotism plumber manages to stop creeping long enough to bust out a wrench.”


  “Nepotism plumber?” Trey rocked back on his heels and pretended to be interested in this pointless conversation. “Your landlord skimping on repairs?”


  David said yes at the same time as I said no.


  “My cousin Josue is a freelance contractor—does structural repairs on the exterior and interior of houses and shit. He gets a ton of work just by word of mouth, and he usually gives people a good deal.” Trey shrugged, still not looking away from David’s unimpressed face. “It’s not always a scam.”


  “I didn’t say it was.”


  Okay, enough of this.


  “Aiight, I gotta get gone. Clock’s ticking.” I wanted to kiss David but settled for squeezing his arm. His lips pressed into a tight line. “Thanks for dinner.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  There was an awkward pause where we all looked at each other before David shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie and walked away. I realized I’d never asked him how his day had been. Redeeming myself by texting him wasn’t a possibility since I kept my phone locked up for most of my shift, and he’d be asleep by the time I got home.


  “Ray, what’s wrong?”


  Realizing I’d been staring after David, I jerked my attention back to Trey. “Nothing. Let’s go.”


  Trey clapped me on the back, rubbed my shoulder, and nudged me off the stoop. I tried to forget my worries, but something about David’s expression nagged at me. No bitterness or anger, just dull resignation. But why? Because I’d hesitated to give him some love even though Trey knew we were a couple? Because our brief visit had been cut short? Or was it me? The fact that I seemed to always forget that his job was equally, if not more, stressful than mine.


  His days might have been shorter, but the weight on his shoulders brought him down so far that it was hard for him to rise again. And I wasn’t around enough to help with the situation. Apparently, I forgot to ask him about it even when we were together. I was too focused on avoiding awkwardness with the one coworker I could be real with and on hiding my relationship from the douche bags who might give me shit over it. It sucked, but . . . I wasn’t ready to make the truth about my bisexuality known to the world just yet. Not when I was trying to climb the ladder. Not when just one homophobe in the decision-making process could hold that shit against me.


  Trying to do what was right for me and what was right for David was starting to turn into a balancing act that was nearly impossible to keep steady. I had absolutely no doubt that, at some point, I would let everything fall.
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  The scattered stacks of paper flying in the air should have been the first clue that I was having a stress dream, but dream-me panicked regardless.


  I was in the teacher work room at McCleary High School even though a blinking red LED clock hanging over my head shone 12:34 AM. The contents of my tenure binder had escaped the three rings as though a massive gust of wind had ripped them loose.


  It made absolutely no sense. My tenure binder wasn’t a literal binder. It was currently uploaded to my cloud in a massive folder full of Word documents, Excel sheets, and scanned copies of student work, but dreams never made sense. And knowing that—I still ran around trying to collect the papers. And failed.


  Every time I grasped an Excel graph demonstrating my students’ growth on the Earth Science Regents, it slid through my fingers. It went on until I was panting and sweaty, at which point I turned to my laptop. Fuck it. I’d print out the forty pages again. I was too freaked to think about the dwindling reams in my box of copy paper.


  Relief should have set in, but panic shot straight up into fear-induced hyperventilation as my Mac flashed a red screen at me. I was pretty sure that there was no such thing as a red screen of death, but I woke up with a scream caught in my throat anyway.


  I very rarely remembered my dreams, but this one was so fresh I felt like I was still in the throes of it. And it had been so vivid that I threw my legs over the side of the bed and tripped over to my desk to power up my laptop. My hands didn’t stop shaking and my galloping heart didn’t slow until the screen illuminated the darkened room.


  “Jesus Christ.”


  Slumping to the floor, I thudded my head against the wall. It took several deep exhales to come to grips with reality and to tell myself that everything was fine. I had another few weeks before my binder was due, and the pages weren’t scattered around and out of order. My laptop wasn’t destroyed. Everything was where it should be.


  My eyes slit open, and I glanced around the room. A frown creased my forehead, and my lips pressed into a tight line.


  Well, almost everything.


  The lingering remnants of my tenure-paranoia were replaced by a fiery streak of irritation that my boyfriend was, once again, not in bed with me. In fact, judging from the relative neatness of the bedroom, it was clear he hadn’t stepped foot inside all night. And it was after three in the morning.


  I was on my feet and storming out of the room before I could check my annoyance. And once I peered into the living room and kitchen, my annoyance turned to anger.


  His filthy boots were carelessly thrown on the rug, his backpack open and spilling contents nearby, and the kitchen was a hot mess of more dishes than was necessary for one human, half a dozen empty soda cans, and enough crumbs to feed a small army of subway rats. This pattern had become progressively more frequent in the past couple of months, but the massive change this time around was that Raymond wasn’t sprawled on the couch with the television blaring. Which meant he’d made the conscious decision to go sleep in his old room.


  I was overreacting. I knew it, but I couldn’t stop myself. Too many confused thoughts were hurtling through my brain like a cyclone, and they all narrowed to the same damning indictment: your boyfriend doesn’t want to sleep with you. This was what happened to married couples after two decades. Not two twentysomething guys who had started their relationship with passion and fire and intensity. But yet it was happening. We barely saw each other, and now we weren’t even sleeping in the same bed.


  I burst into the second bedroom with a question leaping off my tongue: “Raymond, what the hell?”


  I immediately wanted to retract the words.


  If I’d thought the mess in the living room was bad, it looked like a bomb had exploded in here. But my anger didn’t ratchet up further. Instead, a swell of embarrassment tossed cold water all over my tantrum.


  The combination of dirty work clothes in a pile by the closet, text books and spirals open on the floor, and Raymond facedown on the bed with one arm dangling over the side with a pen still in his fingers put the puzzle pieces together in a way that spelled: David, you need to calm your fucking tits.


  Our relationship hadn’t descended into geriatric-level lack of sexual interest and passion. Raymond was just exhausted.


  Inordinate amounts of guilt crashed over my frustration in a tidal wave. He’d come home from the shipyard to dive into schoolwork, and I’d spent a solid few minutes cursing him in my head. I was a monstrous person, but I blamed my lingering resentment over his half-assed good-bye earlier in the evening. Apparently, bringing him dinner and his car didn’t even warrant a kiss.


  Yes, I was definitely still bitter. Even though it was already fading.


  I knelt by the bed and gazed at him. Shirtless and wearing only a baggy pair of sweatpants, Raymond was stretched across the bed with the sheets and blanket twisted beneath him. Lamplight illuminated his sandy skin and the tattoos inked along the planes of his muscular torso and arms, as well as strands of dark hair that had fallen over his face.


  I combed his hair back, letting the silky slide soothe my frazzled nerves, and smiled at his sleeping face. Ridiculously long eyelashes, soft lips parted as he breathed, and cheekbones I could use to cut glass—good God, would there ever come a time when I was not perpetually stunned by how gorgeous my man was?


  Whenever I laid eyes on him I was seized by a feeling of wonder—that someone so gorgeous and sexy existed in the world, and that he wanted me. Part of me hated the reoccurring thought, but it wasn’t easy to suppress when my boyfriend was a literal head turner. Every time we went out in public together, I found myself extremely aware of the number of people around us who would love to get their hands on him.


  “Ray,” I whispered. “Come to bed.”


  He was still as a stone and just as reactive.


  I leaned in to brush my mouth to his. Just a slight touch, but it elicited a deep inhale and an automatic response. His lips parted and his tongue flicked at me before he’d fully awoken. My chest filled with warmth at the sound of a quietly murmured, “David.”


  “Come to bed.” I tugged on his arm. “Please?”


  “Mmm.” Raymond’s hand closed around me. He tugged me closer, and his lips turned up in a sleepy smile. “C’mere.”


  It was three o’clock in the morning and I had work the next day, but no amount of willpower in the world could have prevented me from giving in to his touch. I was melting butter and he was the knife slicing through me as he rolled onto his back, pulled me on top of him, and speared his tongue into the warm cavern of my mouth. I should have used the moment to tempt him into the bedroom we now shared, but our joined lips and slicking tongues danced to the tune of a missed after-work greeting, an overdue goodnight, and a melancholy I miss you, until we were making up for lost time by losing ourselves in each other.


  Raymond’s fully awake status was signaled by his large hand cupping the back of my head while the other clamped around my hip. His typical nighttime chubby thickened into a full erection as we began rutting while panting into each other’s mouths. There was a vehemence in our rocking bodies and aggressive lip clashing that should have been out of place when we had both roused only minutes ago, but I was struck with an urgency to have him. To claim him. To illustrate all the ways our lives would be better if he came to our bed at the end of the night instead of burying himself in building mountains of work.


  “Fuck yeah,” Raymond uttered as I kissed down his throat to scrape my teeth against his bobbing Adam’s apple. “Grind on that dick, baby.”


  “Take your pants down.”


  He complied quickly, digging his shoulder blades against the mattress and lifting his ass off the bed with me still on top of him. The reality of his strength was always thrilling, but coupled with the ache of lust and my keen impatience to get screwed into a sleepless night, it was enough to make my dick drip. I got up and shed my own boxers, nearly moaning when he started jerking himself while watching me from beneath the shade of his lashes.


  “Get back here.”


  “I could leave you hanging.”


  Raymond’s tongue swiped over his lower lip. “Yeah, but you won’t.”


  I knelt on the edge of the bed and arched an eyebrow. “How do you know? You’ve been leaving me hanging lately.”


  That was a certifiable boner killer, but the words had come flying out. The slight puckering of his brow and a curl of his mouth was the only indication that he’d processed the words, but then he lurched up to grab a handful of my hair and guided me toward his dick. I resisted for half a breath before gobbling him down until the blunt, sticky head was in so deep, a lesser man would have gagged.


  “God.”


  I thoroughly enjoyed when his voice trembled. It didn’t matter that I’d blown him hundreds of times by now. The taste and feel of him didn’t get old, and judging by his shallow breaths and soft mutters, Raymond still couldn’t get enough either.


  He lay on his back with his thighs spread open and me kneeling between them. He buried his fingers in my hair, fucked my mouth while I stroked the pucker of his ass, and made a delightfully broken noise once I backed off his dick with a string of saliva connecting us. Used to my teasing by now, Raymond only bit his lip and grabbed his balls.


  “You really gonna do me like that?”


  “No.” I wiped my mouth with the back of my forearm, breathing hard. “I just want to do something else.”


  He squeezed his sac. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.” My eyes skimmed his body and settled on the smear of glistening pre-come and saliva on his abs. “Fuck me back to sleep.”


  Raymond sat up on his knees, eyes riveted on me as I lay back and spread myself open before him like a buffet. Come take what you want and as much as you want as long as you come back for more. Those thoughts kept returning, unbidden despite the way they sizzled through me like a trail of acid, but I couldn’t help it. Every time we kissed or touched or fucked lately, a small part of me was desperate for it to remind him of what things were like before two jobs and school railroaded our relationship. Sometimes I worried he’d forget those times and this new routine would become the norm while we slowly drifted apart.


  He leaned over just long enough to fish a mostly empty tube of lubricant from his old nightstand, and I lifted my legs and knees, watching as he covered his dick and my hole with the slippery mess. He braced himself on one of my thighs with one hand while angling the plump crown of his erection against my hole.


  With my head thrown back and my eyes mostly shut, I relaxed around the thick length of his intrusion, and took every inch. Slowly at first and then with a steadily increasing speed that took my breath away. Fucked the words and thoughts right out of my head until all doubt and anger and confusion about our relationship was overshadowed by sensation. His fingers gripping so tight that I expected to see bruises in the morning. His dick breaching me and nudging up against my sweet spot at an angle he targeted like a goddamn sex marksman. Our combined sweat. The quiet apartment shattered by slapping skin and labored breathing. The smell of him, and the sticky smear of semen as I jerked my dick and spilled all over my stomach with a quavering wail. I was barely conscious when he released inside me.


  Someone next door threw something against the wall, but we ignored it. It happened regularly enough for neither of us to react anymore.


  I went limp on the bed and felt empty once he pulled out. It was cold for spring and the heat was on full blast, but a draft still ghosted over my sweaty body. After wiping down with my discarded underwear, I shuddered, teeth nearly chattering, until Raymond warmed me up. Curling into my side, he wrestled the blanket out from under us and cocooned us in a soft cavern. With his face nestled into the crook of my neck and one of his arms wrapped around my waist, everything felt right.


  Except for us being in the wrong room.


  “Why are you in here?”


  “Are we still talking about this?”


  I stared up at the ceiling while he nuzzled my neck with the tip of his nose. I knew what he was doing. Trying to be cuddly and adorable because he knew it was my kryptonite. That and his dick. And his lips. And his eyes. Okay. His everything.


  “Usually you pass out on the couch, so why the change of scenery?”


  “Because when I fall asleep on the couch I wake up feeling like a pretzel.”


  “So you came in here to avoid sleeping on the couch.”


  Silence.


  “So, you’re saying you planned to not sleep in our bedroom.”


  “I didn’t say no shit like that.”


  “But then why would you come in here and not our bedroom?”


  “Because, David, I had a lot to do, and I can’t exactly do it while squinting in the darkness because Princess Butler can’t have a lamp on while he’s getting his beauty sleep. When do you think I find time to do homework? On my lunch break? The subway?”


  It was hard to recognize he had a point when I was starting to feel pissed off all over again at his you’re being an idiot tone.


  “Never mind.”


  “Don’t be like that.”


  “Be like what?” I rolled onto my side and closed my eyes as he molded to the stiff line of my back. “We don’t have to talk about it anymore. I get it. It didn’t even occur to me that you were staying up to study.”


  I concentrated on inhaling and exhaling, and he matched his breathing to mine. After a moment, he brushed my shoulder with his lips. If there was one thing I knew about Raymond after nearly a year of living together, it was how much he hated when I was angry with him. He got nervous at even the indication of me lapsing into pouty silent treatment. Not that I did it much. Maybe.


  “I’m sorry.”


  It would have been easy to say, You don’t even know what you’re sorry about, but then I would feel petty when I was the one who didn’t know what he was saying sorry for. Sleeping in a different room like we were just roommates again? The combination of everything, including his half-assed good-bye earlier in the night? Or maybe he just didn’t want to ruin this moment. That thought, and the tiny kisses he was raining all over my neck and back, leeched the tension from my body.


  “I’m just tired and high-strung. Ignore me.”


  “Never.”


  I huffed out a laugh. “Well, ignore me for now. I have to be up by seven, and it’s nearly three. I’m going to be a bitch on wheels tomorrow during first period.”


  “Yeah, well, I’ll be nonfunctional at the gym.”


  “You could skip it,” I suggested. “You’re not getting enough sleep as it is.”


  After a brief hesitation, he shook his head. “Nah. I’ve already cut back, and I need to stay in shape for the docks. Also, I’m more of an asshole than usual when I don’t get a good workout in.”


  That was a serious fact. If he didn’t make it to the gym every other day, he got antsy. “At least you’re getting your workout in. I haven’t gone running in weeks.”


  Raymond pinched my side. “It’s okay. I like extra meat.”


  I half turned to glare daggers and slammed my elbow back once I found him laughing.


  “Go to sleep, asshole,” I said.


  “I’ll try.”
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  My night of restless sleeping came to an abrupt end with the constant vibrating of a cell phone against the floor. I grumbled something incoherent and rolled over to burrow into Raymond’s chest, but the sound repeated. Again. And again. Ripping my aching eyes open, I squinted out the window enough to identify the gloom of early morning. I had another hour to sleep. Maybe an hour and a half if I ignored the fact that I needed to make copies before first period. Yeah, that sounded okay. We could forego my lesson plan and do book work.


  The plan was perfect, but Raymond’s phone vibrated again, and I sat up with a savage growl.


  “Who the fuck—”


  Nope. I’d nearly woken him up with pissed-off cursing in the middle of the night. Not doing that again.


  Taking another tactic, I swiped his phone from the floor and glared at it. Text message notifications were visible on the lock screen. Several of them. From Trey Coleman. The guy who was over six feet of lean muscle, tattoos, deep-bronze skin, and a stupidly sexy man bun.


  “Why the hell is this asshole blowing up your phone at six in the morning?”


  No response.


  I shook Raymond’s shoulder. “Ray.” He didn’t respond, so I shook him harder. “Wake up!”


  “What, David?”


  “Trey must have something urgent to tell you, because his string of eighty thousand text messages woke me up.”


  That got Raymond’s attention, but not for the reason I’d expected. There was no grumbled complaint about people who didn’t seem to understand respectable sleeping hours, or even a half-sarcastic and half-pissed-off retort about being woken up for nonsense. Raymond sat up straight with a curse and grabbed the phone. I watched his thumbs fly over the keyboard as he replied to his new best friend.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I forgot that he’d wanted me to meet him at the gym this morning.”


  “Are you kidding?”


  A flash of impatience darkened Raymond’s face. “David, please don’t start.”


  “I’m not starting anything. I just don’t understand why he’s tagging along with you all of a sudden.”


  “I don’t know. He just asked if he could, and I couldn’t think of a non-dickheaded way to brush him off.” Raymond stood, frowning. “Don’t make it a big deal.”


  “It’s going to become a big deal if he keeps interrupting every moment I have with you.”


  This wasn’t going to end well. I knew it, and judging from the storm clouds gathering over Raymond’s head, he knew it too. But instead of sorting it out, Raymond turned on his heel and left the room. I let it slide for five minutes before following him to the bathroom and jerking the handle. Locked.


  “Raymond!”


  “What?”


  “Open the door!” When he didn’t answer, I kicked it. “I’m going to flip out, I swear.”


  A hissed “coño” filtered through the door right before it swung open. Raymond glared at me with a toothbrush hanging from the corner of his mouth.


  “Can’t you tell him you changed your mind?”


  Raymond growled around his toothbrush. “Why are you making a federal case over this? Was I supposed to clear it with you first?”


  The question irked me because that seemed to be his response to everything. I didn’t think it was a big deal so I didn’t ask you. Why does it matter? Stop being dramatic, David.


  “Wouldn’t I have to if I was making daily plans to hang out with Caleb?”


  Raymond squinted at me and pulled his toothbrush out. “The difference is Trey’s cock has never been in my ass.”


  “Yeah, but not for lack of his wishful thinking. Didn’t you tell me that he kept asking about our sex life? And if you bottom?”


  “I only mentioned it because I’d asked Michael the same shit after he finally came out to me. I thought it was funny, not evidence to be presented at the indictment of his alleged attraction.”


  “It’s not alleged. It’s real. He wants you.”


  Raymond turned to the sink and began aggressively brushing his teeth. “You think everyone in the world wants a piece of my ass. You’re starting to have more in common with your ex than I ever imagined was possible.”


  Heat swooped over me and settled in my cheeks. “I’m not paranoid.”


  “Yeah, you are.” Raymond spat toothpaste, slammed the brush into the holder, and gargled a couple of times before turning to face me. “The dude is straight. He doesn’t want any part of my dick. The only reason he latched on to me is because Rolly told him to keep me in check, and we became buds.”


  “You work with plenty of guys,” I shot back. “And you’ve never shown interest in hanging with a coworker before. Why him? The ridiculously hot one.”


  “The guy’s face has absolutely nothing to do with it. He went through the same program I’m in at Kingsborough, and has been helping me get caught up when I fall behind. It’s not a big deal. He’s just being fucking nice to me.” Raymond crossed his arms over his chest. “I thought you’d like that I’m kicking it with someone who actually believes I’m worth a damn. He pushes me to be more than I am.”


  “Oh, like I don’t? And Nunzio doesn’t?”


  “Yeah, David, you do. But Trey knows the ropes. He knows how I can get in where I need to be on the docks. That’s it.”


  “If you really believe that, you’re super naive and oblivious.”


  “How am I oblivious?” Raymond demanded. “What are you seeing with your special gaydar that I’m missing?”


  “Oh, gee, I dunno. Maybe how he ran his eyes all over you during the two minutes we stood on the porch. Or the fact that he just had to say something to prove me wrong when I brought up the nepotism thing. Plus, the way he’s always all over your social media and texting you, like he doesn’t already see you more than me.”


  Frustration exploded from Raymond in a wordless growl. “David, it’s just the gym. We won’t even talk to each other.”


  I pressed my lips together.


  “You could come with me.”


  “I don’t want to hang around some guy who wants to fuck my boyfriend.”


  “You don’t even know if that’s true.”


  “You’re doing it again,” I said. “Dismissing me.”


  Raymond opened his mouth to protest, faltered, and then fell silent. He exhaled slowly and closed his eyes, as if trying to summon patience or a sense of calm.


  “It’ll just be this one time, David. I don’t want to be a dick to the dude. He is helping me, whether you believe me or not.”


  “I believe that’s why you’re hanging out with him. I just think his motives are different.”


  It wasn’t hard to tell that Raymond didn’t believe it, but he nodded shortly instead of arguing.


  I retreated to what should have been our bedroom and crawled under the covers, but the thoughts spinning in my head refused to let me sleep. Everything was a knot of negativity, self-recrimination, and fear.


  I knew I was right about Trey. I knew it without a single doubt. But I was less sure about whether I was right to confront Raymond about the friends he chose, especially when he’d eased up about me talking to Caleb. I punched the pillow, wanting to shout into it in frustration. I hated being insecure, especially since I trusted Raymond, but everything about Trey put me on edge.


  Time ticked by. With the apartment so quiet, I assumed Raymond had dressed and fled to Gold’s Gym. Or wherever he was meeting Trey.


  It was easy to picture them together. Trey spotting Raymond as he worked some unidentifiable machine with his muscles flexing and bulging and glistening with sweat. Maybe they’d get all porno on me, and Trey would dab him dry before they banged in the locker room. Or maybe they were just working out like normal people and I was steadily losing my grip on reality. And my mind.


  And my boyfriend.


  The mattress sank and I felt Raymond’s presence beside me.


  “Hey.”


  I made a muffled sound.


  “I’m going to the gym, okay?”


  “’Kay.”


  Raymond’s sigh bore the weight of a fully loaded barbell, and he pulled the blanket away from my face.


  “I love you, David.”


  I muttered another “’kay,” and he frowned.


  “Say it back, stupid ass.”


  Somehow, the brusque demand for affection pulled a laugh out of me.


  “You know I love you.”


  “You better.”


  Raymond kissed my forehead, the tip of my nose, and finally my lips.


  “I’ll see you tonight.”


  The brief reprieve faded.


  “What time tonight?


  “I’ll be home by six. No work on the docks today.”


  My relief must have been visible, because Raymond laughed softly. “This won’t be for much longer, David. After spring break, I’m putting in my two weeks at LLS.”


  “You promise?”


  “I promise.” He kissed me again. “I gotta go. Say it again.”


  “I love you, Ray.”


  The smile on his face was enough to push our argument away.


  Temporarily.
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  Once the front door shut behind Raymond, sleep claimed me so quickly that I should have been well rested and ready to go when my alarm went off. Instead, I hit snooze several times and scrambled out of bed with barely enough time for a shower. I failed to pack lunch because I couldn’t deal with the mess Raymond had made with his goddamn protein shake powder, and sprinted from the apartment only to double back after walking halfway down the hill. I’d brewed coffee and left the pot on. I was not nearly trusting enough of the apartment’s wiring to live with that hovering at the back of my mind all day.


  To make matters worse, Mrs. Price, my principal, came to observe me during first period. After I’d assigned textbook work (which I never do) so I could sit half-slumped at my desk and chug an extra-large cup of coffee from Dunkin’ Donuts (since I hadn’t even brought my travel mug with the Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee I’d brewed at home). It was possible she didn’t mean it to be one, but it totally felt like a Gotcha!


  In the past, I wouldn’t have been worried about getting a subpar observation. Everyone got at least one because walk-throughs were never prearranged. But this year had been different than any of my others at McCleary, and I knew she’d be irritated that the kids weren’t even doing Regents-focused book work.


  Of course, my students didn’t help the situation at all. My first period class was half amazing, a quarter truant, and the last bit of them could be amazing if only they gave more of a damn about school. Instead of making an effort to learn the content, they spent their time trying to antagonize me.


  “I’m already done with this,” Marco shouted from the back of the room. He smirked at me from beneath his hoodie and directed the next comment at Price. “It’s too easy.”


  My hand closed around the cup hard enough to dent the Styrofoam.


  “Then, as I stated at the beginning of class, move on to the—” oh God “—the web investigation of El Niño—” Where was I going with this? I scrambled for something I could steal from one of the project-based learning books my grade team had perused at the last inquiry meeting. “—using the links on my website. When we’re all done exploring the foundation information and citing evidence from our outside sources, we’ll discuss the project.”


  “Project?” Marco knew I was one hundred percent full of shit, and I had no idea how. “You never mentioned no project.”


  “Yeah, he did.” Kamryn twirled a pen between her fingers and didn’t bother looking up. “He mentioned it at the beginning of class when all of you losers were late.”


  Holy shit, she was saving my ass, and I didn’t even think she liked me. She was totally getting bonus points on my imaginary research project.


  At the back of the room, Price covered a smile and tapped at her iPad. I was convinced that little exchange had saved my credibility and likely kicked up my rating in the classroom-management domain. Administrators loved it when kids checked each other.


  I gave Kamryn a discreet fist bump and stalked around the room, rejuvenated and furiously brainstorming as my tenth graders filled out the graphic organizer I’d given them to extract information and lingering questions about the book’s section on climate patterns. By the time my coffee had cooled, I’d verbally described a project requiring data investigation and analysis and eventual predictions about future weather patterns during El Niño in various locations around the world. I was hitting up every part of the Depth of shitty Knowledge and Bloom’s fucking Taxonomy, and I was still expecting an evaluation full of “developing’s” rather than “proficient’s,” but what the hell did I know? Maybe I’d get lucky. Or maybe she’d chew my ass out over not being rigorous enough.


  It was amazing how I’d spent my first two years at McCleary as her golden boy, and yet she’d turned on me as soon as the superintendent had turned on her about test scores. Considering they’d ignored earth science for years to focus on preparing the kids for the biology test, you’d think she’d not expect my scores to be on par. But she’d had zero sympathy when I’d tried to defend myself. So maybe that was it—I’d launched a defense instead of just nodding and smiling in agreement. She was probably sick of me not easily going along with her plans. It made sense. Everyone seemed to get tired of me after a while.


  Okay, now I was being dramatic, but my self-esteem was at an all-time low.


  Price excused herself as discreetly and silently as she’d arrived, and class ended with a multisecond exhale.


  Made it.


  My phone chimed, and the sound took the edge off my mood momentarily. I’d expected to see Raymond’s name in a bubble on my screen, but instead I saw Chris’s.


  Chris: Where your man be!?


  David: At work? I don’t know.


  Chris: How you don’t keep track of your own man?!


  David: Stop exclaiming at me. And I haven’t installed a GPS chip in him yet. Should I?


  Chris: Fuck yeah if he’s going to keep going radio silent. Damn. We been trying to get ahold of him for a week to plan shit for the cruise. We’re all on the same flight, right??


  David: Yes. Me and Steph booked at the same time.


  Chris: Ok cool. Now tell Ray to call me back. Fuck. Texting him is like trying to get an answer from God. Dude has a whole new life all of a sudden.


  I smiled. He was almost as dramatic as me.


  After shooting Chris a reassuring text message, I sent one to Raymond.


  David: Hey, you’ll still be home by six, right?


  Raymond: Maybe a little later.


  A lance of tension soared up my spine. I should have just told him to call Chris.


  David: How come?


  Raymond: Nunzio wants me to swing by but I might just call him. Idk


  Why had I immediately assumed he was going to meet Trey? Forget an all-time low. My self-esteem was getting to be nonexistent. And it was making me paranoid. And if I was this paranoid, maybe I was off the mark about Trey? Which meant I’d picked that entire fight this morning for no reason.


  Pressing my face into the cradle of my hands, I tried to find my happy place and came up short. In the past, when stressed, I’d think of Raymond. His smile. How warm his body was when he spooned against me at night. Our lips together. The first time he’d told me he loved me. Now, some of those things were gone or happened infrequently, and all I had were memories. Memories were dangerous. They tricked you into thinking happy times were an achievable goal instead of long-gone ghosts of the past.


  I was probably overreacting, but the last month had been completely wretched. And it was like he suddenly had a new life. Besides his schedule, his interests had suddenly shifted. No more time for his crew of friends from Queens. And no more time for me. Or maybe he was avoiding us on purpose . . .?


  There went that paranoia again.


  Sometimes, I couldn’t help but think back to my own behavior when things with Caleb had begun to sour. How I’d avoided him. Stayed away for long periods of time. I’d even stopped talking to our mutual friends because I’d known they wouldn’t approve of my shitty behavior.


  But Raymond wasn’t like that. He wasn’t like me. He wouldn’t do that.


  David: Okay, well let me know. Btw Chris is trying to get ahold of you. He wants to talk about the trip. It’d be nice if you returned his messages.


  Raymond: Gotcha.


  Why was he being so short? Had I really pissed him off that badly this morning?


  It nagged at me. A lot.


  What if my bitchy comments over Trey were just making Trey look like a more ideal boyfriend? They had a lot more in common than Raymond and I did. They came from similar neighborhoods, shared similar cultures, and Trey was definitely not the insecure clingy type . . .


  Fuck.


  Again, I thought about the patterns of my own behavior when I’d been with Caleb. My MO had been to avoid him whenever things were going south, and whenever I started looking for affection elsewhere.


  And again, I had to tell myself that Raymond wasn’t like that. He was honest to a fault. If he wanted someone else, he’d tell me I wasn’t what he needed after all. I knew he would. So then why did these doubts keep coming back? What the fuck was wrong with me?


  I had a prep this period so, instead of typing up a hasty lesson plan and submitting it to Price’s secretary for my walk-through, I sat on the stool by my desk and nibbled at my fingernails. After a while I picked up the phone and dialed a number I still knew by heart.


  “Hello, dearest.”


  A smile crept across my face. “Hey, Caleb. How are you doing?”


  “I’m unbelievably busy.”


  “Oh.” I slid off the stool and began to pace. “I’ll let you go, then.”


  “Don’t be silly. I always have time for you.” Rustling papers sounded in the background, and there was a murmur of voices. “What’s wrong?”


  “How do you know anything’s wrong?” I asked around my thumbnail. “Maybe I just want to check in on you and your new business.”


  “Possible, but you seem upset, so it’s unlikely.”


  “Ha.” I didn’t think I was obviously upset, but Caleb had always been oddly attuned to my tone and body language. Maybe it stemmed from years of him quietly observing everyone around him. “I’m just . . . struggling.”


  “With?”


  “With . . . life. Work is sort of impossible lately with the state test obsession and the new tenure standards. And . . .”


  “You’re not having problems with Raymond, are you?” The surprise in his voice came across heavily. “Wow. I didn’t expect that.”


  “I’m being paranoid. I know I am. But . . . but ever since he’s had this second job and school, he’s never around. I mean, it’s great. He’s doing so well, and he’s so much more confident and happy to be completely self-sufficient.” It was true. Despite my scolding, he kept paying for our bills before I had a chance, and I could tell he was proud of his ability to take care of things. The look on his face after he’d traded in his Altima for a Charger had been priceless. But . . . “It’s just that all this distance between us is making me insecure enough to start thinking maybe he’s doing what I used to do. Which is ridiculous, but I can’t help it.”


  There was a brief silence on the other line as I gnawed at my nail until a tinge of pain shot up my finger.


  “Sweetheart, I think you should talk to him. Not me.”


  “But I just—” What was I doing? Why was I talking about this with him? It was the last thing Raymond would ever want me to do. “I just need to know if this sense of panic about having no control or say in what’s happening in my relationship—is that what I made you feel?”


  Caleb sighed softly. “David, do you really want me to tell you that? To make yourself feel awful and ashamed?”


  “Don’t I deserve it?”


  “No. We’ve moved on. It’s done.”


  Was it done? Or was my guilt over what I’d done to Caleb the reason why I was suddenly overanalyzing everything to do with Raymond? Every time he stayed out late or got a text from Trey, a little voice in my head asked if I was finally getting a taste of my own medicine. That same voice warned that if I didn’t get it together, Raymond would realize there were other guys out there and he didn’t have to settle for me.


  I hated that thought, and I knew he’d hate that I was having it, but it wouldn’t go away no matter what I did. Since when had it been so hard for me to feel good enough? Why couldn’t I just be happy that we were together?


  “Talk to Raymond,” Caleb insisted. “Don’t assume the worst because you’ve suddenly become some big believer in karma.”


  I laughed dryly. “Okay.”


  There were more sounds in the background, and I heard a hint of Oli’s voice. I hadn’t spoken to him much lately, but that would be changing soon.


  “Speaking of Raymond—you’re both coming on the cruise in a few weeks, right? My assistant has been handling the guest list, and I haven’t looked at it in a while.”


  The question drew me out of my funk. Visualizing myself on the deck of a cruise ship with Raymond stretched lean and golden and beautiful by my side was enough to make me abandon my worries about everything else. Maybe I’d be able to convince him to wear briefs. “Yes! We’re going. I think almost everyone we know is going.”


  “Good.” Caleb sounded pleased. “I was hoping Raymond’s brother and friends would come. Even the nonqueer ones. It’s an inclusive event. Ally friendly.”


  And Raymond’s friends had definitely shown themselves to be huge allies in the last few weeks. There had been pushback from several people after Raymond had surprised me by coming out on Instagram for Valentine’s Day, but Chris, Sharky, Steph, and Tonya had all gone to bat for him. They’d effectively shut the entire slew of haters down to such an extent that no one had said anything else and a few had even apologized.


  “We got news that P!nk will be performing,” Caleb said. “I thought that was cool?”


  His tone was so questioning that I couldn’t fight a laugh. “Yes, it’s really cool. You’re right on the money. I love her.”


  “Excellent!”


  The excitement in his voice was infectious, and I grinned. “I’ll check in with Michael and Nunzio, and see if they’re coming. I can’t believe this hasn’t come up recently. Work has been crazy, though.”


  “I’d appreciate it,” Caleb said warmly. “We have a large guest list, but . . . you all were early supporters, and it will mean a lot to Oli and me for you to be there.”


  “I’ll ask Michael right now,” I promised. “Or, well, right after I submit this lesson plan.”


  “Thank you so much. And you be good, David. Please take care of yourself.”


  “You too.”


  I hung up with Caleb and swore to myself that I’d try to continue the day on a positive note. Raymond would be late, but so what? I’d order dinner for him and we’d watch a movie. We had the entire night together, and I planned to make it count.
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  I sprinted home after work and spent two hours cleaning the apartment while blasting Beyoncé and Adele in turn. By the time six o’clock rolled around, I’d gotten my daily workout solely by sprinting up and down to the laundry room. My intense scrub-down of the kitchen and bathroom had also resulted in the place smelling slightly of Mr. Clean, but it was a vast improvement over the grime that had taken over in the past two months of Raymond making bigger and bigger messes and me spitefully refusing to clean them.


  Well, no more of that. At least not for today. I should have spent the time working on my tenure binder, or adding today’s impromptu project into my curriculum map, but I was struck with the sudden need for everything to look perfect when Raymond got home.


  I moved on to fix up his old bedroom. Inspiration hit me hard and fast, and I did my best to reorganize the space to turn it into a study. We’d already swapped his king-sized bed for my smaller one, so I stacked folded blankets and pillows to give the current bed the appearance of being a sofa.


  It looked more organized, but in reality we just needed more room. Especially if the neighbors kept going out of their way to enrage Raymond. If it wasn’t the guy next door, it was the hipster kids who lived across the hall. The gentry, as Raymond liked to call them.


  I dashed out of the apartment a few minutes before seven and hurried to the Dominican restaurant down the hill. It was packed by the time I got there, and twenty minutes had passed by the time I trudged back to the apartment armed with arroz con gandules, asopao, and pasteles. Pasteles were seriously the way to Raymond’s heart. I expected him to greet me with a big grin from the smell of the food alone, but when I kicked the door shut and greeted him in the living room, his mouth was flattened in a scowl.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I have to fucking go back out.”


  Inhaling sharply, I turned to the kitchen and dumped the bag on the counter. It shined up at me mockingly.


  “What for? You’re going to Red Hook?”


  “No, I’m not going to Red Hook, David.” Raymond tossed his Yankees cap onto the coffee table. “Nunzio asked me to go check on the old house in Queens. Mrs. Ceron called because she’s worried about the house.”


  “Wait, what? Who’s Mrs. Ceron?”


  Raymond unbuttoned his shirt and walked into the bedroom with me hot on his heels. “Our next door neighbor. The one with all of those damn plants in the front. But that ain’t the issue. The issue is that she saw our tenants move out almost a month ago. Literally packed their stuff in the middle of the day, put it in a van, and drove away. Didn’t tell us they were looking to get out of the lease, and ever since then . . . apparently there’s been some weird shit going on. Noises coming from the house. Weird people hanging out in the front all the time.”


  My heart sank. The old house was almost sacred to Raymond and Michael. Their mother had worked for years so they could grow up in a real house instead of an apartment like so many other New Yorkers, but she’d died before being able to stop working hard enough to enjoy it. And for the past couple of years, it had been a source of stress until Michael and Nunzio had found a stable tenant to rent it. Or so they’d thought.


  “Who knows what the hell happened or what damage has been done if someone broke in. Nunzio pretty much begged me to go and check it out and fix whatever needs fixing before Michael sees it and flips out.”


  “Oh God. You don’t think it’s wrecked, do you?”


  “I don’t see why the fuck our tenants would have wrecked it since we ain’t never had no problems.” Still undressing, Raymond kicked his work clothes to the side and changed into a pair of jeans. “But I don’t see why they’d run away in secret without saying a word, either. Or why anyone would still be hanging around. Something’s shady.”


  The tension was etched into his frame, and I couldn’t stop myself from moving closer. Pressing my face into his chest once he put his hoodie on, and pulling him to me.


  “You want me to go with you?”


  He relaxed. Just a bit. “Nah, stay here.”


  “Come on, Ray—”


  “No, for real. Stay here and eat.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you for getting dinner. And for cleaning up. The place looks real good, baby.”


  I hugged him tighter and shook my head with my face still buried in the crook of his neck. “I’m going with you.”


  “But you have work—”


  “Stop. I’m going.”


  I felt more than heard his sigh, but instead of protesting, he kissed the top of my head.


  “Then let’s go.”


  After stowing the unopened cartons of food in the microwave, we trooped downstairs and approached his Charger. I rarely got to ride in it since we had such opposite schedules, and it was hard not to start oohing and aahing over the pitch-black exterior and gadget-filled interior. When he’d first brought the vehicle home, I’d nearly bit my tongue to stop myself from asking whether he really thought spending hundreds a month on a car payment was worth it, but I had to admit I was impressed. It made me want to drag him into the spacious backseat and mount him. There was no mistaking my level of basicness.


  “Want me to drive?” I asked. “Traffic is just going to piss you off.”


  As usual, Raymond scoffed. “No. You’re lucky you got to touch the wheel yesterday.”


  I rolled my eyes, but didn’t call him out on the running joke about my lack of driving skills. Now wasn’t the time to remind him that I’d had a license longer than him. Tonight was going to be a good night. No bickering. No attitudes. Maybe if I said it to myself enough, it would actually happen.
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  The entire way into Queens, Raymond’s hands were tight around the steering wheel, but I could barely see his face with the brim of his cap down low. Several times I put my hand on his knee or stroked his arm, but we barely spoke. His mind was very clearly consumed with worst-case scenarios, and nothing I said was going to redirect his thoughts.


  We got stuck in traffic on the BQE, and it seemed like he was going to explode on a driver who’d cut him off or stopped too abruptly in front of him. By the time we pulled up to the house over an hour later, he was simmering with anger.


  “Hey.”


  “What?”


  Unclipping my seat belt, I turned sideways and touched his thigh again. “This might be nothing. It might just be a poor family who wanted to skate on the last couple months’ rent. It doesn’t mean they destroyed your mother’s house.”


  “But just the fact that it’s a concern is the whole reason I never wanted strangers living up in here.” Raymond released a slow exhale. “Fuck, man. I knew this would happen.”


  “Babe, nothing has happened yet. We don’t know that anything’s wrong.”


  “It probably is. You know it is.”


  “No, I don’t know that.” I grabbed his stubbled chin. He met my eyes, and their bloodshot cast nearly broke my heart. “And neither do you. And if they left a mess, we’ll clean it. Simple as that. I’ll take tomorrow off and put things back together.”


  Raymond’s brows twitched together and his lips turned up just slightly at the sides, but before he could get out a response, police lights flashed behind us and the whoop whoop of a siren sounded.


  “Motherfucker.”


  “What?” I twisted in my seat, squinting. “What do they want?”


  “What do they ever want, David? To bust my nuts.” Raymond shook his head. “Fuck my life, man. Just fuck my fucking life.”


  “It’s probably nothing.”


  My reassurance earned me a skeptical side eye. “Yeah, right. They think I’m a drug dealer.”


  “What? That doesn’t even make any sense.”


  “You think cops make sense?” Raymond glanced back again. “All they see is a brown dude with his hat down in a fly-ass car and assume I’m shady.”


  “But—”


  Two cops approached the Charger—one on Raymond’s side and one on mine. They instantly dropped their hands to their guns.


  “David, just be quiet.”


  The tone caught me off guard. “Ray—we’re sitting in front of the house that is half in your name, in a car that you own. They can’t just make up accusations.”


  “Have you not been paying attention? They can do whatever the fuck they want. And they know it.” Raymond released a slow breath. “I’m not trying to get into some shit, so do us both the favor of—”


  A knock on the window cut his words short, but Raymond flicked me a dark, warning look. I knew he wanted me to stay quiet so they didn’t have an excuse to be dickbags, but everything in me wanted to shout at them that this was profiling. Even if I did keep quiet, I was damn sure taking a badge number.


  Raymond rolled down the front windows. I tried to keep my gaze turned straight ahead the way Raymond was, but I couldn’t bring myself to not look up at the man by my window who was now illuminated by the brights on the police car. All I saw was his hand on his gun, the dark blue of his uniform, and the badge that read 0967. His last name was Thomason.


  “Let’s see your license and registration.”


  The sharp voice came from Raymond’s side. He took a calming inhale and slowly, purposefully slowly, reached for the glove box.


  “Why are we being questioned?” I demanded.


  A flashlight shone into my window. I flinched before defiantly staring up at Thomason.


  “You’re idling on a residential street.”


  “Maybe because this is his residence,” I said, tone thick with sarcasm.


  “David.” If the officer’s voice had been sharp, Raymond’s was a thunderclap. “Cállate.”


  “I’m just asking a question,” I said. “We were literally about to get out of the car and now we’re being held back. I think I have a right to know why.”


  “We’ve had complaints about this residence,” Thomason said. “Noise, people hanging out at all hours—”


  “Right. That’s why we’re here,” I snapped. “To figure out what’s going on since he owns the house.”


  The cops’ impatience was strong enough to penetrate the door. Raymond shot me another warning glance.


  “Okay, let’s say I buy that you own this place,” the cop on the driver’s side said. “You been throwing a lot of parties? Letting your boys use it as a flophouse?”


  Raymond’s jaw clenched. I could almost see his brain working to process that the cop was basically describing his worst nightmare—there had been enough suspicious activity at his mother’s house to warrant a constant patrol—while also figuring out what to do to prevent a man with a gun from claiming he was being difficult. It was that look on his face, the strained frustration and simmering anger, that snapped me out of my need to keep talking. If they chose to escalate what should have been a quick exchange, it would be him that suffered. Not me. I knew it in every fiber of my being, and that reality burned inside me until the unfairness was swallowing me whole. Yet I still could not imagine how Raymond felt.


  I watched him inhale and exhale slowly before responding. “First off? I don’t need you to buy that I own the house. The address is on my license if you’d check it. Second, it was being rented until recently. My next door neighbor called and warned us that something weird is going on, so I’m here making sure the tenant didn’t break the lease and leave the house abandoned.”


  “Uh-huh.” It wasn’t immediately clear if the cop was actually skeptical or if he just wanted to give Raymond a hard time. His next question made it clear it was the latter. “And who’s this? Your lawyer?” He shined his flash light through the window at me.


  I closed my hands into fists so tight the nails bit into my palms. “Actually, I’m his boyfriend.”


  Raymond released another slow exhale and went back to glaring through the windshield.


  “Oh really,” Thomason said without containing his laugh. “Well, that’s interesting.”


  “How is that interesting?” I asked. “Do you need my ID?”


  “Yeah, we do. But why don’t you both step out of the car?”


  Raymond shook his head as he put his hand on the door handle, but a voice rung out before either of us could get out. “Raymond! What the hell is going on?”


  The woman’s voice wasn’t familiar, but when I squinted out the window and saw her coming from the house next door, I knew she had to be Mrs. Ceron.


  “Hey!” She stormed down the steps of her porch with her pink bathrobe tied shut and a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth. “What the hell do you think you’re doing to that boy? I haven’t been calling you people so you could harass everyone on the block.”


  “Ma’am, I’m gonna need you to take a step back inside your house.”


  “Or you’ll do what?” Smoke seeped from Mrs. Ceron’s mouth as she scoffed at Thomason. “The Rodriguez family has lived next door for the past twenty years. That boy there was born here. And this boy here—” she squinted at me like she hadn’t quite figured out who I was to Raymond yet “—this is his good friend. Now you let them go or my grandson will come out here and take a video on his iPod.”


  “Ma’am, I’m gonna need you to go back in your fucking house. Now.”


  “I’m on my property, I can stay outside if I want.” Mrs. Ceron ashed her cigarette on the ground and called over her shoulder. “Kevin! Ven acá, ahora!”


  I wasn’t sure if it was the confirmation of everything Raymond had said in the past few minutes, or the idea of a video and potential media shit-storm since they were blatantly racially profiling, but the cops eased up.


  Thomason sighed in exasperation. “Give me your IDs. Now.”


  As Raymond handed his license to the cop by his window, the look on his face was colder than midnight in the Arctic Circle. “I appreciate you not following through on whatever it was you’d been planning.” His lip lifted. “Sir.”


  They stared at each other for a long moment before the cop shook his head and turned away.
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  The police let us go with a warning about cooperating in the future and drove off. Because apparently me asking questions counted as noncompliance.


  Raymond looked ready to explode even as he thanked Mrs. Ceron tersely and—if I properly understood the conversation since it was spoken in Spanish—promised to explain things later. I offered her a tiny wave, mumbled a thank-you as well, and followed Raymond to the front door of his house.


  “Raymon—”


  “Just wait until we get inside.”


  My mouth snapped shut with an audible click. I wished I could convince him to wait. There was a high chance of this evening worsening once we stepped foot inside. Was their house a wreck? Was it fine? The question of why their tenants had fled like bats out of hell in the middle of the day was still unanswered, and I didn’t think now was the right time to find out the answer.


  Thankfully, Raymond didn’t go any farther than the foyer that led to the living room and kitchen. He sat down on the staircase.


  “I’m sorry, Raymond.”


  Raymond hunched forward with his elbows on his knees and the bill of his cap shading his eyes. “What are you sorry for, David?”


  I wrung my hands together and looked from the front door to the darkened archway leading to the living room. “That I kept talking. That I didn’t listen when you first told me to stop.”


  Raymond shook his head, looking disgusted and angry and exhausted. “It’s not your fault, man. Nothing we did would have mattered if they really wanted to fuck with us. They see a big PR dude and a little gay white boy and they assume there’s only one reason we’re together—so you can cop drugs either with money or by sucking my dick.”


  My jaw dropped. “Is that why they acted like that when I said I was your boyfriend?”


  “Fucking probably. Next time just do us both a favor and keep that out of the equation. I already have enough strikes against me without that being added on.”


  My chest tightened at the words. He was right. I knew, deep down, that he was right. But it hurt to think of our relationship being a consistent liability. I kept hoping that someday it wouldn’t be this way. That eventually we’d be happy and open and free. But until the rest of the world changed, I wasn’t sure what would make Raymond want to do so.


  “I’m sorry,” I said again. “For all of it.”


  “It’s not your fault. It’s their fault for always looking to start some shit. It’s always been that way.” Raymond gestured to the door. “This has been going on forever, man. I was twelve the first time a cop put me on the ground in the handball court because they were doing a sweep, and it happened every so often since then. Especially after I started driving.”


  I closed the space between us and knelt on the step below where he was sitting. The anger that had filled me in the car resurged, and I fought the urge to pull him into an embrace. It couldn’t protect him from situations like that no matter how I wanted it to.


  “I’m sorry because . . . because you have to deal with it just because of who you are and where you live. That you had to in the past. Because the world is like this.” I put my hands on his knees and squeezed. “And because I couldn’t do or say anything but demand to know why they were harassing you, which only seemed to set them off further.”


  “It is what it is, David. All we can do is file a complaint and hope Mrs. Ceron becomes a royal pain in their ass.” Raymond wiped a hand over his face, weariness taking over. “And for the record—it doesn’t just happen in this neighborhood. It can happen anywhere. Any time. I won’t let them scare me out of my home.” He looked towards the archway. “If there’s even enough of this place left to call it one.”


  We both stood, but I grabbed his hand before he could descend the steps. “Raymond.”


  He looked at me with his bloodshot eyes and a drawn face.


  “Whatever is wrong with the house, I will help you fix it. I’ll do everything in my power if you’ll let me. Okay?” When he started away again, I tightened my hand around his. “And we will file a complaint. I’ll go with you. I don’t even know how to describe what happened, but I know it was wrong.”


  Raymond glanced at the door again, as if waiting for the police to come barging in. “What happened was, they were suspicious because of the reports about the house, but they wanted to pick on someone. They refused to take my ID so they could keep us detained. Which ain’t legal.”


  “Can we both complain?”


  “They detained us both, right?”


  I nodded, still clinging to his hand. “I’m glad you know the laws better than I do.”


  “Heh.” Raymond headed to the living room. “I kind of have to.”


  I hung back for a moment, wishing he’d wait before seeing the rest of the house, but knowing nothing I could say would deter him. The bad feeling he’d had since we’d gotten in the car invaded my own gut, and his fears were realized once we entered the living room.


  “Motherfuckers.”


  “Oh no.”


  It was a mess.


  I had no idea how much of this was intentional or an accident, but there was serious damage done. The entire ceiling showed signs of water damage, with plaster and paint sagging down. And what I’d smelled was mildew or mold. It’d gathered in the corners of the ceilings and had spread in green and gray splotches.


  The wood floors had deep ruts, and the parts of the walls that weren’t marked with graffiti had holes punched into them.


  The kitchen was worse. Newspapers, both old and new, were spread on various parts of the floor as if to cover or soak something up, the sink was crusted with filth, and the countertops and cabinets had been just as badly scribbled on as the walls. It looked like a bunch of assholes had used the house to camp out and had moved on once it’d become unlivable. The worst part was that this was all surface damage. Who knew what else was wrong.


  As I turned in a slow circle to take in the mess, Raymond sunk to his haunches. With a hand bracing his face, he stared at the back door. The knob was ripped clear off.


  “Someone must have broken in,” I said softly. “Or . . . a whole group of people.” Something occurred to me, and goose bumps prickled over my skin. “What if someone’s still in the—”


  Raymond’s stunned expression vanished in a wash of wide-eyed fury, and he was on his feet before I could finish the sentence.


  “Ray, don’t—”


  He shrugged off my hand and strode out of the room. His boots slammed up the stairs with me hot on his heels.


  “Raymond, stop,” I hissed. “There could be dangerous people—”


  He pushed me away and marched down the hallway leading to the bedrooms. Kicking open door after door, Raymond exposed more signs of damage but no squatters. It wasn’t until we got to the padlocked staircase leading to the attic that had once been Michael’s bedroom, that Raymond ran out of steam. He leaned against the door, his forehead pressed against the wood, and brought his hands up to cover his face.


  The shattered pieces of my heart were pulverized into microscopic bits.


  “I’m so sorry.” Goddamn, was that all I could say? “We’ll fix this. I swear to you.”


  Raymond shook his head and uttered thickly, “I knew this would happen. I knew it the minute Michael said he wanted to rent the house.”


  “We can fix it,” I said again. “It’s not irreparable.”


  He wasn’t listening. “All of this was a fucking mistake.”


  “What—”


  “I never should have listened to him.” Raymond spun around, but he didn’t look at me. He barely seemed to remember I was there, or to register anything I was saying. His eyes were shot through with red, and tear tracks stained his face. “I never should have left.”


  Raymond stepped around me and stormed down the hall to his old bedroom, slamming the door behind him.
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  Raymond didn’t respond when I knocked gently on the door, and I went into a panic.


  He and Nunzio had been so sure that Michael would be the one to buckle under the weight of this kind of bad news, but I knew Raymond was breaking behind that door. Because it was Raymond who’d grown up here, who had fond memories between these walls, and who’d lived here with their mother from birth until the day she died. Despite everything—the crime in the neighborhood, the rundown sections that the city ignored, and the cops—I knew Raymond loved this house, and I knew he considered this neighborhood his home. Even after living with me in Sunset Park for over a year, he still referred to coming back to South Jamaica as “going home.”


  Sucking in my unsteady breaths, I left the upper floor and sat on the stairs. I called Nunzio, and he picked up within two rings.


  “How is it?”


  “Not good.” Even talking softly, my voice was too loud with the house so silent. I got up from my perch and paced into the kitchen, where the sight of that torn-off doorknob sent a chill down my spine. That needed to be corrected. “I think the tenants moved out weeks ago, and . . . I don’t know if they broke the lock and didn’t tell you, or if someone noticed the place was empty and broke in, but it’s trashed.”


  “Holy shit.” The sound of a sharp inhalation came through the speaker. His voice lowered. “How bad?”


  “It’s . . . in one piece but it’s pretty messed up. It looks like some asshole kids broke in to have a party, or some asshole squatters took up residence for a while. There’s graffiti on the walls, messes everywhere, mildew and mold because it seems like the upper floor flooded. But the lower floor is worse than the top.”


  “Okay.” Even when upset, Nunzio’s voice was so calm and steady. “Where’s Ray?”


  “He’s . . . really upset. We got stopp—” Why was I bringing that up now? “He was already stressed out on the way here, and now he has completely shut down. Locked himself in his old bedroom.”


  “Fuck. We’ll be right there.”


  “Will Michael be—”


  “I think Michael will be fine. He needs to talk to his brother.”


  The call ended abruptly.


  The silence surrounded me. With it came a sense of unease as a draft came through the hole where a doorknob should have been.


  I should call the cops.


  It was the first thing that popped into my head, but I dismissed it just as quickly. For all I knew, we’d get the same assholes, who would entertain themselves by harassing us just to fill their quota. To hell with them. I’d handle it myself.


  There wasn’t very much furniture in the room, but there was a freestanding cabinet that held dishes and other cooking utensils. Leaning my shoulder into it proved it to be solid wood and sufficiently heavy, so I slid it across the floor and in front of the door. If anyone tried to get it now, they’d have a hell of a time trying to knock the cabinet down. Maybe I’d ask Nunzio to test it later.


  With that done, I looked around for another task. I found some garbage bags abandoned under the sink and started picking up the trash that had been left in the kitchen and living room. There were beer cans, liquor bottles, and empty food containers that were now full of bugs. The more I cleaned, the more convinced I was that this wasn’t the product of underprivileged people needing a place to stay and trashing the place. This was the crime of a bunch of teenagers. Probably teenagers that lived in this neighborhood and had noticed the house had looked abandoned for almost a month.


  “Assholes.”


  My only answer was the sudden sound of rain slapping against the window with such force that I expected to see sleet upon looking out the window. Thunder boomed in the distance, which was just perfect. Of course a random thunderstorm would roll in just as Michael and Nunzio were driving in from Manhattan while upset. I had to fight the urge to call Nunzio back and reassure him that I’d handle it. But he didn’t need me being overprotective. They could handle themselves perfectly fine without me. At this point, I was convinced everyone could.


  The storm and the mess kept me company as I waited. A need to clean kicked in, so I rid the entire first floor of garbage until I’d accumulated six bags. When I ran out of bags, I tried to put most of the remaining litter in a corner out of the way. It looked less like a landfill, but my efforts didn’t detract from the fact that the ceiling, and likely the bathroom upstairs, was shot and needed serious and expensive repairs. But even all the cleaning and pacing couldn’t distract me from the thoughts going round and round in my head.


  I couldn’t forget Raymond’s words: “All of this was a fucking mistake.”


  How much of it was? Leaving the house to unreliable strangers, or moving to Brooklyn? Or did he mean leaving his beloved childhood home to live with me in Brooklyn—someone who stressed him out and picked fights and outed him to cops because I never thought before I spoke?


  By the time Michael and Nunzio arrived, I was back on the stairs with my forehead pressed against my knees.


  “Ay, Dios mio . . .”


  Michael slowly turned ashen as he walked through the house. Nunzio had already jogged up the staircase to talk to Ray without assessing the damage.


  “I think it was probably some teenagers using this as a spot to throw house parties,” I said quietly. “There were beer bottles and cigarette butts everywhere.”


  Michael had combed his hands into his thick, dark hair and clenched them. However, he looked more angry than hurt.


  “I need to file a police report.”


  “No!”


  Michael stopped staring at the indecipherable graffiti and fixed his intense stare on me. “Why the hell not? They need to know this is happening so they can have someone keeping an eye on the house. Maybe it was kids this time, but abandoned houses generally draw more dangerous attention once someone decides to take up residence.”


  “Because . . .”


  “Because what?” Michael gestured sharply at me with his phone. “Do you have a better idea?”


  “A security system would help. You could get one that notifies you if anything weird is happening on the property.”


  He opened his mouth as if he was all fired up to disagree with me but settled for pacing the room.


  “That could work, but at this point, I think it’s better to cut our losses and sell the house. This entire situation is absurd.”


  “Do you think Raymond would agree?”


  “Not without a fight. He has more emotional attachment to this place than I do at this point.”


  It was true. That Michael was glowering and pacing rather than wearing the heartbroken expression Raymond had said it all.


  “I don’t think you should bring it up tonight.”


  “We have to talk about it sometime, David. He needs to face reality. After what happened, there’s no way I’ll trust another tenant again. The people who were living here had absolutely zero red flags, but the husband lost his job recently and that probably sent them on a downward spiral financially.” He sounded more resigned than angry. “I can’t rely on strangers to take care of this place, and I’m not going to keep paying the mortgage and taxes on an empty house. It has to go.”


  “I understand that,” I said lowly, urgently. “But this doesn’t have to come up tonight. A lot happened before we even stepped into the house.”


  Michael regarded me carefully, and his big brown eyes were full of knowing. I squirmed under the scrutiny.


  “What happened?”


  “Everything sucks and is fucking awful.”


  “You’re going to have to be more specific, kid.”


  I sank to my haunches with my back to the wall and my elbows braced against my knees. “I just feel like nothing is ever going to be okay. No matter what we do, no matter what we plan, something ruins it. Tonight was supposed to be awesome. It was supposed to make up for . . . the other crap we’ve been dealing with.”


  “You two been fighting?”


  “No.” It came out so quickly there was no way I had any credibility.


  “Lying ass.”


  I tilted my head back so I could avoid his steady gaze. “Raymond doesn’t like when I talk about our stuff with other people.”


  “I’m not ‘other people,’ kid. I’m his brother.”


  “Fine.” I locked my fingers together and stared down at them. “The cops have already been watching the house, and they stopped us on our way in. They were real dicks about it.”


  Michael didn’t seem surprised by any of this information, which was depressing in and of itself. “Did they put their hands on either of you?”


  “No. But they didn’t fuck off before I had the chance to announce myself as Raymond’s boyfriend. It didn’t even occur to me that saying it might make thing worse.” My frustration was just as suffocating as it had been over an hour ago. “Luckily Mrs. Ceron showed up and saved the day. Apparently, she’s been keeping an eye on the house and reporting the suspicious activity.”


  “Even so, it wasn’t your fault. It’s on them to be professional, David. You should know that.”


  “I do know that, but I wish I hadn’t outed him.” I pressed my hands against my face. “For the past couple of months we’ve been having constant conversations about him refusing to be totally open about our relationship. I’m not okay with him hiding us because that turns into him having to hide me, and I can’t live that way. I really can’t. But at the same time, I have no idea how it feels to be Puerto Rican and queer, so how can I keep trying to make this case for him coming out? Especially if he thinks I’m going to start forcing the issue.”


  Michael didn’t look surprised. “I have no idea when Raymond will feel comfortable enough to come out. It took me thirty some odd years to tell our family that I’m gay. But I do know that you’re overthinking the current situation. I doubt Raymond is blaming you for the police being assholes, or thinking you were trying to force him to come out.”


  He was right, but I couldn’t stop thinking about yet another thing I’d done that felt like a mistake. I let my ass drop to the floor with a thud. “What do I do, Michael? I know this is the worst possible time to be asking you for advice, but I’m at a loss.”


  “About the cop situation? File a complaint.” Michael pursed his lips, studying me for a long moment, before speaking again. “Unless this is about you two fighting?”


  “Us fighting,” I said glumly. “Sometimes I just think he needs someone . . . who isn’t me. I try to do the right thing and to be a good partner, but I fuck up all the time. And I keep thinking about it because there’s so much distance between us now. Like maybe there’s even more distance because he realizes I’m not right for him. I can’t handle that being a fact and not just my own paranoia.”


  Michael frowned. “Raymond knew who he was getting involved with when you two first got together. Why are you so insecure now when you were perfectly fine for the past year?”


  “Because things have changed a lot since he started going to school this semester,” I admitted gloomily. “And I was one of the people pushing for him to take on all of this extra stuff, so I feel like a monster for now being freaked out over how little I get to see him. Even when he’s around . . .” Michael raised his eyebrows, and I pushed on. “There’s things that never seem to be . . . changing. Even after a year, I still get this feeling that we’re not . . . where we should be? And then I start wondering why, and I start worrying . . .”


  “Because of some perfect ideal you have about how relationships go?”


  “No,” I said defensively. “I told you I start worrying that maybe I’m wrong for him, but he has a part in this too. He’s still hiding me from his coworkers, and I thought that would have changed by now.”


  I could tell Michael was searching for words that would soothe me and fix this, but he wound up rocking on his heels and clenching his jaw. “Did you notice all of this before he started going to school and working both jobs?”


  “Well, no, but we’re so good when we’re together that it’s easy to shrug off the problems.” My eyes flicked up the stairs. “Now everything is magnified because we never see each other. It sucks, and I wish I could stop thinking and worrying, but I can’t. I’m just scared, Michael. I love him so much. The idea of it not working—”


  “Stop that,” he said. “Don’t be cynical.”


  “Rich coming from you.”


  “Tell me about it.” Michael also shot a look at the stairs, as if waiting for his lover or his brother to appear. “Look, if I learned anything in the past couple of years, it’s that internalizing problems and not finding a real solution is a one-way ticket to a clusterfuck. So, what are you going to do about all this?”


  “I don’t know what to do. I’m hoping things will normalize after he quits LLS. Like . . .” I hesitated, knowing how pathetic I was about to sound. “I think I can deal with the other stuff if only I could see him more.”


  “How many hours is he pulling on the docks?”


  “Oh God.” I tried to count back but couldn’t come up with a number. “He’s there at least four days a week, and his shifts are . . . probably illegal since they go way beyond eight hours sometimes. And once he’s in the union he’ll make double what he makes now. He doesn’t need two jobs.”


  Michael nodded, still staring at me in the direct, unflinching way Raymond also did sometimes. If they had nothing else in common, they definitely shared the same intensity once they were focused. And then, out of nowhere, Michael cracked a smile and his eyes crinkled at the sides. His laugh was soft and fond—out of place in the graffiti-covered living room where he’d once celebrated family holidays.


  “I never thought I’d see the day when Raymond was overworking himself, let alone me having a conversation with his boyfriend about it. Two years ago, I thought my brother was a lazy hetero scrub who smoked weed all day. This is Twilight Zone level.”


  “Um, yeah, I guess I see how this is strange.” My next question was one I’d suppressed for months, over a year, but the openness in his face prompted me to push forward. “Why didn’t your parents motivate him to do anything with himself before? Right now he’s so convinced he has to make up for the last five years that his personal life—me—is suffering because of it, and it pisses me off. And God, I sound so selfish.”


  “Yeah. You do.”


  I combed my hands through my hair and tilted my head back, groaning. “Ugh, Michael, just answer me. Why was he like that for so long?”


  “It was exactly as you said—no one ever motivated him to do anything else. They accepted he would be a bum and live off Mami for as long as he could, and she was okay with that as long as she had her baby. And my dad gave up on him because he was too drunk to try.” Michael raised one shoulder. “Or maybe she thought there was time for her to straighten him out. Everyone thinks their tank is running on infinity. And the more time they think they have, the faster it runs out. Or at least that’s how my parents’ lives were before they died.” He released a humorless laugh. “But we Rodriguez folks seem to either be cursed or phenomenally unlucky.”


  “Don’t say ‘we.’ You and Raymond won’t be that way.”


  Michael gestured at the room around us, and the warmth faded from his expression. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Yes. Despite all evidence to the contrary. You and Raymond are survivors, and two of the strongest people I’ve ever met. I admire you so much.” The look Michael gave me was so startled that I laughed again. I covered my mouth with my hands. “You’re handling this so well, Michael. You’re amazing.”


  “Stop giving me compliments.”


  “Fine. Even though they’re true.”


  “Right.” Michael ran his hand over the mantle, collecting dust with his finger. “At the end of the day, this place is just a place. Our parents are gone. We’ve both moved on. It was the people that made this home, not the structure. It took a lot for me to figure that out, and eventually Ray will too.”


  I knew better. Yeah, it was the emotional attachment to the memories, but Raymond considered this entire neighborhood his home. No matter how much he changed in other ways, I knew that aspect of Raymond would never change.


  “I’m sorry I brought up my relationship troubles at a time like this.”


  “It’s fine, David. Who else are you going to talk to about it?”


  Good question. There wasn’t really anyone else I trusted enough to confide in besides Caleb and my friend Karen, and she had her own recent issues with her ex-husband. And hearing about her ex, and how their once amazing relationship had crumbled to dust, was heartbreaking. It also hit too close to home. The knowledge that love could fade, and eventually rot into something toxic, was frightening. But maybe that was what made me so naive and idealistic, as Caleb had said when we’d been together. I put romance and love and relationships on a pedestal that was almost unattainable, let alone realistic. Maybe the merry-go-round of heartbreak, doubt, and regret would always accompany love.


  “Everything is awful.”


  “Untrue.” Michael sat on the floor beside me and put a large hand on my arm. “We’re alive, and we have people who love us.”


  “But—”


  “I will say,” he continued quietly. “That the idea of pouring money into renovating this house is what’s really doing me in right now. That goddamn cruise is coming up, and I’d planned to propose to Nunzio on it.”


  My jaw dropped. “Oh my God! That’s amazing!”


  “I figured getting married is a good idea since his insurance through the youth center is shit, and mine is great. And free.”


  “Way to suck the romance out of it, Michael.”


  He shrugged. “I’m afraid to make a big deal about it. We both have hard luck.”


  Hard luck.


  Was there really such a thing as being stalked by a string of unfortunate events? It did seem like negativity tried to attach itself to the Rodriguez brothers even when things were going well, but . . . the same could definitely be said of Nunzio as well. The three of them had more in common than I ever would with any of them.


  “Michael, nothing bad is going to happen. You and Nunzio are this disgustingly perfect couple. You don’t even fight.”


  “Oh, we fight.”


  “Yeah, and then you have amazingly perfect makeup sex.”


  The corner of his mouth twitched up.


  “You two getting married is . . . like . . .” I waved my hands. “It’s like the stars aligning and the universe finally making sense. Good God, man. I nearly cried before you harshed my buzz with your wack talk of UFT benefits and EmblemHealth.”


  The comment won me a quiet laugh. He nudged his shoulder against mine.


  “Come on, Michael. This is exciting! You’re made for each other. If anyone was going to get married, it should be the two of you. Don’t reboard the angst train and tell yourself you’re jinxed and cursed.” When he kept gnawing on his lower lip, I went on. “Also! We can totally get Charles to take amazeballs photographs and make that shit go viral on social media,” I said. Charles wasn’t as close to me as he was to Michael, mostly because he’d been more sympathetic to my ex than me during our breakup, but he was still a fun guy. A bartender/dancer who also did photography on the side. “Two gay teachers in NYC bringing in the national victory of—”


  “Okay, shut up. No one’s making shit go viral on anything. I don’t even want to invite people we actually know.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Why haven’t you told Raymond? He’s going to be so pissed that I found out before him.”


  “I was planning to tell you both but . . . this seemed like the time we were going to discuss relationship problems in the ruins of my childhood home, so why not?”


  “Can I tell him later?”


  Michael nodded. “Maybe it will distract him.”


  I thought about Raymond’s expression, the tears on his cheeks, and the way he’d swung that door shut, and sincerely doubted anything would draw him out of the darkness he was cloaked in. But instead of expressing my doubts, all I said was, “Maybe.”


  Footsteps rang out above us. I shot to my feet, anxious to see Raymond, and deflated when Nunzio descended the steps.


  “You might want to go talk to him,” he said, looking at me.


  Nunzio and Michael walked further into the house, likely to discuss the damage and Michael’s idea about selling. I knew in my heart that Raymond would never agree, and I really hoped they would heed my advice about not bringing it up now. It wasn’t the right time. I’d never seen Raymond this upset, and if they piled more stress on top of him, I’d undoubtedly go on an overprotective tear and lash out at them both.


  When I approached the door to his old room, I found it open. The inside appeared to have been untouched with the exception of the window being shoved halfway up, the way it’d always been in the past. And just like our old hangout sessions, Raymond was sitting next to it with his long legs stretched out in front of him.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Shut the door.”


  “Why?”


  Raymond looked up from his contemplation of the floor. In the light shining in from the neighbor’s yard, I saw that his eyes were still damp.


  “David, just do it. And come here.”


  I closed it with a soft click and crossed the space between us. When he pulled me down and encouraged me to straddle him, my insides melted. Exhaling slowly, I slid forward on his lap so we were pressed together, and wrapped my arms around his neck.


  He kissed the side of my neck. “I’m sorry I freaked out.”


  “I think you have a right to freak out. You’ve been dealing with so much and tonight has been a total nightmare.”


  Raymond tilted his head against the wall and gazed at me from beneath his long lashes. Even with exhaustion and hurt tattooed across his face, he was so gorgeous. I wanted to kiss away everything that had happened tonight—to start over.


  “Renting the house was a mistake.”


  “What was the alternative?” I asked. “You didn’t want to sell it.”


  “I still don’t want to sell it, but renting to randos is a bad idea.” Raymond sighed slowly. “The only thing good that came from me moving was living with you.”


  I smiled, relief flooding me. “I agree. So I’m selfishly glad you chose to move out. If you’d stayed, we wouldn’t have gotten together.”


  “David, I wanted you so bad, there was no way it was gonna be ignored forever. And there was no way you’d have continued to fail to notice.”


  “There was nothing to notice!” I argued. “When I flirted with you, you never responded.”


  He sneered. “You thought I cuddled in bed with everyone? When have you ever seen me act that way with Sharky or Chris?” When I settled onto his thighs with a thoughtful frown, he jerked his chin at me. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


  “What does it mean though? What do you want to do?”


  “Besides kick the shit out of whoever did this?” Raymond’s broad shoulders rose in a shrug. “I don’t know, but whatever we decide, we’ll have to fix what they destroyed.”


  I nodded and looked at the door again, picturing the mess downstairs. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”


  “No. You have your tenure to worry about, and your asshole principal. And Michael and Nunzio don’t want to be bothered, I can tell.” Raymond tilted his head back again and closed his eyes. “I’ll handle it myself.”


  “How? You already have two jobs and school. We already barely see each other,” I said. “Maybe I can help.”


  Raymond shook his head. “I’ll figure it out on my own.”


  He sounded so sure of himself, but my stomach twisted into knots. “You don’t have to do everything on your own. I can help.”


  “How?” he asked, parroting me.


  “I don’t know, but I can figure it out. You know how stubborn I am when I put my mind to something.”


  Raymond pulled me to his chest again and hugged me. I knew what he was doing—lavishing me with attention to distract me from the conversation. It was something I always craved, which was part of the reason his constant absence from our apartment struck me so hard.


  He tilted my face for a slow kiss, and it still jumpstarted my Raymond hunger. One touch and I was a goner, just like the first time we’d kissed. A single taste and I was hooked.


  With a soft moan, I slid my tongue into his mouth. He responded by threading his fingers in my hair, angling my face, and kissing me with an intensity that must have been borne from the adrenaline of the past couple of hours. Sweetness escalated to pure hunger as our tongues tangled and his arm tightened around me.


  This should have been the worst possible time for sex, but all of my frustration and anger coalesced into a burst of energy that poured out of my body in the form of lust.


  I slid forward far enough for my knees to touch the floor while he sucked on my tongue. My breath caught.


  Would there ever be a time when his touch didn’t send pulses of desire careening through my body? When I could kiss him without wanting more? As Raymond’s lips moved over mine, I knew the answer was no. Whatever happened in the next few months, me wanting this man would never change.


  “God, you’re so hot,” he growled against my mouth. “How do you get me from wanting to cry like an asshole to wanting to nail you on this floor in like five minutes?”


  “Pure talent at dick grinding.”


  “Fuck yes.”


  Raymond sucked my lower lip into his mouth as his hand gripped my ass. He wasn’t playing around—he really wanted to fuck. I could tell by the restless shifting of his hips, the increasing heat of his kisses, and the way his fingers were curving into my ass as though he was dying to put them inside me. When he latched onto my throat and scraped his teeth against it, I released a groan that undoubtedly went through the door and down the stairs.


  “Stop,” I croaked. “This isn’t a good time.”


  “It’s the perfect time. I’m angry and frustrated, and I feel like taking it out on your ass.”


  My balls drew up so tightly it felt like they’d crawled inside my body. “Michael and Nunzi—”


  “Used to bang while I was home all the damn time.” Raymond shoved his hand down the back of my jeans. He swiped his tongue against the seam of my mouth, and gazed at me with molten dark eyes. “And I never got to fuck you in my room even though I fantasized about it constantly.”


  That was all it took. Within moments, I was on my back with my thighs shoved apart by his rough hands, as he moved inside of me. The friction was almost too much with nothing but spit and pre-come, but every time he slammed back into my ass, a jolt of pure pleasure tried to force anguished moans out of my mouth. Our quickie was spent with me biting my jacket to keep quiet despite the loud rhythmic sound of his hips slapping against me.


  He came with a hoarse grunt, pulling out to spill into his cupped hand, and then he leaned down to get me off with his mouth. We were really good at quickies. The need to fuck no matter where we were and who we were with had guaranteed us mastering the skill. Even if this time required him to wipe his hand on his boxers.


  “This is kind of embarrassing.”


  “No, it’s not,” Raymond said with a snort. “I told you they used to do this all the time. I’d walk in on them left and right.”


  “But still.”


  “No ‘but still.’ You didn’t get flustered when you blew my socks off at Stephanie’s house.”


  “True,” I said, laughing. “Or the time we fucked around in a laundry room in some random apartment building.”


  “Exactly. No shame in our game.”


  I reached for the door, but Raymond jerked me back for one last kiss.


  “Thank you for being here. For insisting on coming with me tonight.”


  “Raymond, you don’t have to thank—”


  He hushed me with another kiss. “Just shut up. Please. I almost feel . . . okay again.”


  “All right.” I took a deep breath. “Listen, if Michael and Nunzio try to talk about this house thing tonight, can we not? A lot has happened and it’s late. I don’t think either of us can handle . . . a lot of complicated conversations.”


  Raymond frowned at the door. “Nunzio called a locksmith. We’ll take off after they show up. Everything else can be figured out later.”


  Relief flooded me once we headed downstairs and his brother agreed. All talk of future plans was put on hold. For tonight, I just wanted to lock myself and Raymond in the apartment and pretend like the rest of the world didn’t exist.


  If I could get away with it, I’d try to put this new obstacle to the back of both our minds until the end of the cruise.
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  Airplanes were awful and airports were even worse.


  The last time I’d flown anywhere had been for a summer trip to Aguadilla over fifteen years ago. My mother had shipped us off to Puerto Rico for two months, and it had been far more boring than I’d anticipated. No video games and no cousins my age. Also, in retrospect, I realized Michael had probably been sneaking off to get laid every day, which was why I’d been alone most of the time.


  “Why’d you bring so much? We’re just going for a week.”


  David snorted and rolled his gigantic carry-on bag in front of him. He’d checked an even larger suitcase and was also wearing a stuffed backpack. There was no way all of his crap was within the limitations of a carry-on, but I wasn’t going to be the one to make him spend another thirty bucks to check it. Big picture—I knew the fee wasn’t huge compared to how much we’d already spent on the trip, but I was on edge.


  I’d avoided the conversation regarding the house with Michael for a week before he’d come by after work and had made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that he wasn’t willing to invest money in renovating the old house just to rent it to another stranger and have the same thing happen all over again. And I could see where he was coming from, but . . . I also didn’t know what he thought we were going to be able to do without making repairs. No one would buy it in the current condition unless they paid way less than what it was worth. We’d likely have to return it to the bank. And I couldn’t do that. It would feel too much like every backbreaking hour our mother had spent working two jobs would have been in vain. So I’d said we could talk about it more after the cruise, and he’d agreed.


  “I have no idea what we’re going to be doing for the entire trip, so I brought backup outfits,” David said. “Also, as much as I plan to drink, I guarantee I’d run out of clothes in two days if I didn’t bring extra.”


  Great. Just what I wanted in my life. Drunk Party Boy David. I didn’t come in contact with that version of my boyfriend very often, and that was fine with me.


  “They have laundry service on the boat,” I said dryly. “You didn’t have to bring the entire department store that makes up your closet.”


  “Paid laundry service,” David corrected.


  “I like how you’re too stingy to pay for laundry but you’re willing to pay to check the damn bag.”


  David rolled his eyes. “Shut up.”


  I pinched his side and saw him try to fight a smile.


  Gate 20 was packed when we arrived, but our flight was still twenty minutes away from boarding. I’d worried about arriving late, but David had reassured me that we had plenty of time and that I would hate it if we had to sit around crowds and screaming children for two hours. He was right. Except, my Queens crew was also on this flight—the QF peeps had hilariously invited them as well even though they had nothing to do with the app. I swore Caleb was trying to meet some diversity quota.


  Chris spotted me and jumped to his feet. “Ey yo, Ray!”


  David laughed. I glared.


  “The whole plane don’t need to know my name, man.”


  “These people don’t give a fuck about your name,” Chris said cheerfully. “Although to be warned, I’m about ready to lump up those cornballs sitting over there.”


  Following his jutting chin, I spotted a group of dude-bros sitting across from Sharky, Stephanie, and Tonya. They would have easily slotted into the cast of any run-of-the-mill movie about asshole collegiate jocks.


  “What’d they do?”


  “They think Stephanie dressing like, well, Stephanie means they get to be all up her ass and drooling all over her tits.”


  “Ugh.” David squinted at the group, lip curling. “They haven’t said anything, have they?”


  Chris rolled his shoulders. He might not have looked pissed, but it was a sign that he was prepared to fight. “Me and Sharky did, and they backed off, but they’re drunk and belligerent as fuck. No home training whatsoever.”


  “And we’re stuck on a plane with them for three and a half hours,” David said. “Fantastic. Can we just ignore them?”


  “If they keep their mouths shut, I’d be glad to.” Chris slapped his hand against David’s back. “No worries, blondie. I’ll behave if they let me.”


  “Real comforting,” David grumbled. “Maybe they’ll leave us alone now that we’re rolling deep with titan-sized people.”


  “True. Ray’s serial killer stare tends to make people think twice.”


  I stayed shut and hung back as David dragged his bag over to where the others were sitting. When David walked past the dude-bros, two things happened: one—one of them hyperfocused on David’s tight shirt and skinny jeans–clad ass. And two—the other three nudged each other and exchanged smirks.


  This was going to be interesting. Or really awful.


  I flashed back to the night we’d gone to the house and wondered how this would play out if these clowns started something. Fuck. I wished the situation with the cops wasn’t ingrained in my mind, but I couldn’t stop replaying it. It’d been a while since I’d had to deal with something like that, but it brought all of my anger and frustration to the surface. And it floated there forever with no release.


  “Hey, boo!” Stephanie enclosed David in her long arms. Her enthusiastic hug practically lifted him off his feet. “You’re sitting next to me, right? This plane ride is about to be lit.”


  “Try not to spend your whole budget on airline booze,” Tonya muttered. “I’m not fronting you cash this time, woman.”


  “Oh please, T-bone.” Stephanie flipped her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “I have my credit card.”


  David leaned on the handle to his carry-on and chatted with Stephanie, and the discreetly queer member of the douche squad continued to be mesmerized by his ass. Was this how David negotiated peace? With the round butt he’d earned with nonstop thirty-day squat challenges?


  “So, whose girlfriend is this one?”


  The armistice crashed and burned. I was about to go scorched earth on this airport. I dropped my backpack on the seat next to Tonya and stepped up to the group.


  “You got a problem?”


  There was a pause, then the asshole in the NYU sweatshirt affected a cocky slouch. “Just asking a question, bro.”


  My lip curled. “Ask another one and you might find your face tatted with my knuckles, bro.” I settled my gaze on the dipshit who couldn’t stop running his gaze all over David. “And tell your man there to keep his eyes off my boyfriend.”


  David sighed and sat down next to Stephanie. She patted his hand.


  “Whoa, I’m not even gay—”


  Chris broke into an off-key version of the Macklemore song “Same Love,” and Tonya shoved him.


  “Those aren’t even the words.”


  “I’m improvising!”


  The secret queer and his band of merry cheese-dicks stared at me hard but took to muttering with each other rather than confronting me. I wasn’t arrogant enough to think I’d scared them into submission, but I did know they were less likely to start something now that the odds were more stacked in the Queens crew’s favor. Damn. What a way to start the trip.


  With no other comments from the douche squad, I leaned against the column by David’s seat and directed my attention elsewhere. Even so, I was still hot. All it would take was a wrong look in our direction, and I knew the adrenaline coursing through me would explode all over them. It didn’t help that it’d been steadily growing since that night in Queens.


  This was always how it’d happened with me in the past. As a kid, anger at my family would build up until the wrong person at the park pressed a button that resulted in me going apeshit.


  “Babe.” David grabbed my hand. “You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  “Are you sure?”


  I pulled away. “I said I’m fine.”


  The silence that followed should have been a notification that my tone was too sharp, but all I could do was stare at the ticket counter. The sooner the airline crew began the boarding process and got us in our seats, the sooner we’d be away from the four assholes.


  Rolling my shoulders again, I considered following Stephanie’s lead once we were seated. Drunk traveling wasn’t something I had interest in, but a couple of beers might do some good right about now.


  An announcement for first-class passengers boomed through the gate, and I’d never been more relieved to be reminded of my lack of status. Once the ball got rolling, it would be our turn and I could relax. Which was all I wanted. To kick it with my dude, have a few drinks, get browner under a burning sun, and spend the next several days having sex three times a day. The money issue would still be tickling the back of my mind, but I wasn’t going to let it spoil our first vacation.


  When we finally got up to find our seats in Zone 2, the quadruplets rose at the same time.


  Chris started sniggering. Tonya smacked the back of his head, and we went on our way. I wished I could brush off the brief encounter, but I could practically feel the weight of four glares burning into the back of my Yankees cap. Or three glares and a fourth dick-wad who was mentally picturing himself nailing David. I didn’t know what bothered me more: the knowledge that I was basically paralyzed in my contempt over a brief encounter or the reality that we’d be the first ones to be labeled troublemakers if something popped off.


  “I’m so ready to be on this boat,” David murmured. “The first thing I’m doing is laying out and getting a tan. I’ve gone fish-belly status over the winter, and it’s not cute.”


  “You could do those fake tanners,” Stephanie said. “The ones that give you cancer.”


  “Oh, gee, great suggestion!”


  “Just helping you out, boo thang.”


  They went back and forth about the best suntan oil, with Tonya chiming in to claim she didn’t plan on baking under the sun, but I was too distracted by our seating arrangement to appreciate my friends’ attempts to lighten the mood. Stephanie, David, and I were in a three-seater by the window, and three out of four of the douche squad were right behind us. To their credit, they didn’t say or do anything until I lifted David’s giant carry-on to shove it in the compartment overhead.


  “Hey, that’s my side.”


  I set my jaw. “You don’t have a side.”


  He pointed to the compartment. “It’s above my seat, bro.”


  “Aiight, bro. But the lady said it’s every man for himself because the flight is packed.”


  “If it’s every man for himself, then your boyfriend’s entire wardrobe should be excluded.”


  Everyone around us froze.


  The compartment slammed shut with one push of my hand. I faced him and his NYU sweatshirt.


  “You think I won’t lay you out because we’re on an airplane?”


  David stood up so fast that his head slammed into the overhead compartment. Wincing, he grabbed my arm. “Ray, just forget it. He’s an idiot. And probably a closet case.”


  The guy was red-faced. “Sit your gay ass down and shut the hell up.”


  “You gonna make him?” I asked. “Please let me see you fucking try.”


  The dude puffed up his chest. “I’m not scared of you just because—”


  I stopped listening. The growing pool of tension and rage that had been simmering for the past couple of weeks was dimming the edges of my vision and begging to spill out all over this asshole.


  We both moved closer to each other at the same time, but before either of us could make a move, Sharky was jerking me backward and the guy’s friends were grabbing him. Chris stood hunched in his own row, recording everything.


  As the flight attendants came rushing down the aisle, the cotton that had plugged my ears cleared and I heard a muffled announcement on the PA system.


  “Sirs, we’re going to need you to deplane.” The flight attendant glared at the lot of us. My gaydar told me he belonged on the QFindr cruise with us. “And your friends too.”


  “He attacked me!” The NYU douche bag smoothed his sweatshirt. “Just because I told him he couldn’t use this compartment.”


  “Well, first of all, that’s not how it works.” The flight attendant rolled his eyes. “But regardless, all of you—” he gestured to both groups “—and your friends need to come with me. The pilot doesn’t want—”


  “And now we observe the gay flight attendant of JetFuel Airways potentially siding with the sexually harassing homophobes who started the fight,” Chris narrated in a hushed tone. “Could it be . . . ingrained self-hate? Let’s observe further until we’re sure.”


  “Chris, put that fucking shit down!”


  He evaded Tonya’s grabbing hand and held his phone out of her reach. “Nah, chill. I want all of the evidence on film. So when Ray and David sue this airline for discrimination and whatnot, we have it documented.”


  The flight attendant nailed Chris with a serious death stare but with one flash of Chris’s dimples, the hostility was vanquished. There was a distinct curl at the corner of the guy’s mouth. Chris could charm anyone if he tried hard enough. It was one of the few benefits of having a perma baby face.


  “Everyone involved needs to deplane until we know what happened—”


  At that point, the other passengers exploded into simultaneous explanations of what had taken place. And to my shock, they were all on our side. My side.


  “He was just defending his boyfriend—”


  “Those jerks have been drunk since before we boarded, and have been harassing these kids the entire time!”


  “You should throw them off the plane for using hate speech in front of my children! They’re a disgrace.”


  With so many strangers turned allies, some of the tension eased from my shoulders, but I couldn’t stop staring at the douche squad. Of course they looked contrite and embarrassed now. Of course they’d hide their real faces now that everyone was watching.


  “Nobody’s being kicked off the flight.” There was a pause as the flight attendant’s big dark eyes moved to the douche squad. “Yet.”
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  The tough thing about almost getting in a fight and having a lowlife getting all up in my grill was that it was hard to come back from it. Especially when it had happened for the second time in only a couple of weeks.


  Sure, I could have reveled in the shocking turn of events that had been the pilot booting the jackasses from the flight. And those strangers sticking up for our little crew? That definitely should have warmed my heart. But it didn’t. I was just resentful that all these jokers were trying to get their cookies and claps on the back for calling those assholes out. All of a sudden, it was my job to tell them thank you and to be a nice person.


  Fuck all that noise. I did not in any way feel compelled to expend energy making other people feel good about the fact that they hadn’t been bystanders. All I felt was a cold sense of dread that the trip I’d been counting on to mend things between David and me wasn’t going to do the trick.


  I was jumping to conclusions, but that whole scene had felt like an omen. It seeped into my veins and infected me until my shoulders hunched forward, I kept my hand braced against my forehead, and I avoided the glances of everyone around us.


  David picked up on my mood swiftly and spent the next three hours getting trashed with Chris and Stephanie.


  I was also going to take that as a sign.


  We landed in Miami earlier than expected and thankfully didn’t have to rush for a taxi to get to the pier. The transition from plane to car was seamless, but getting on the ship was another story. David started stumbling over his own bag and wiped out as soon as we entered the huge room that led to the gangway.


  “Damn, man.” I yanked him up. “Did you have to get that wasted? You’re going to be a mess by the end of the day.”


  “Psssh.” David flicked his hair out of his eyes with ten extra tons of sass. “All I need to do is have a bite to eat and I’ll be good.”


  He stumbled again, and I took hold of his bag. For the millionth time, I cursed him for bringing so much crap.


  “A bite to eat,” he continued. “And I wanna fuck.”


  Fucking had sounded fantastic a few hours ago, but now I was overly aware of the number of people in the immediate area as David surround-sounded his voice to the other passengers. They appeared to be pointedly ignoring us, but I didn’t buy it.


  “You were so hot on the plane. You shut those assholes down.”


  He grabbed for me, and I batted his hand away.


  “David, can you chill? Christ.”


  He came to a full stop, causing Sharky to barrel into him from behind. Sharky shook his head and walked off muttering about Stephanie being a bad influence. She flipped him off.


  “Do you want me to stop walking, or do you want me to stop talking about fucking you?” David put his hands on his hips. “Since when did public displays around strangers embarrass you?”


  “I’m not embarrassed. It’s just not the time or the place, okay? It’d be nice if we can get through security and onto the damn boat without me having to get reckless on some other homophobes.”


  “Oh, so now—” David’s face flushed “—I’m supposed to be careful about what I do because you had one confrontation with a homophobe? Welcome to the life of a queer, Raymond. This has been my existence for twenty-six years.”


  My friends had hung back a little ways away, and I could feel them watching the spectacle we were making of ourselves. Already.


  “Okay, I’m sorry. You had it harder, so I’m not allowed to get heated when someone gets in my face. Fine.” I picked up his bag again. “But if that’s the case, then don’t come running to me complaining when your drunk ass attracts the wrong kind of attention.”


  David didn’t follow when I started off in the direction of the others, but his voice rang out clearly.


  “Maybe you want to live your life trying to avoid the next encounter, but that’s not me. I don’t live in the closet, and I’m not going to live my life being shoved in one by you. I thought you knew I didn’t hide who I was, but I guess I was wrong.”


  “Yeah, you were wrong,” I shouted over my shoulder. “Wrong about having eighteen shots if you’re going to act like a jerk.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “No, thanks.”


  David sucked in a breath. He stormed over to me, ripped his bag out of my hand, and took off down the gangway with the steadiness of someone who had just been quickly and brutally sobered up.


  “What the hell was that about?” Tonya stopped next to me, a full foot shorter than me but more badass than most with her tattooed arms put on full display by the shredded T-shirt she was wearing. “What’d you do?”


  “Why is it always me?”


  “It takes two people to start yelling in the middle of a boarding zone, so you were in on it in some kind of way.”


  I jerked the strap of my duffel bag over my shoulder. “Same old bullshit.”


  “I’d make a more valiant effort to unfuck your bullshit, then.” Tonya adjusted the strap of her own bag before grabbing Stephanie’s suitcase. “Because if you two can’t get along on vacation, you might as well call it a wrap.”


  “Thanks for the pep talk.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Tonya strode off carrying double her weight in luggage, and I trailed behind her. As much as I wanted to be pissed, she had a point.
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  Our cabin was smaller than I’d expected.


  The bed was big enough for the full length of my body and wide enough for us to roll around and get sweaty, but it dominated ninety percent of the space. David stumbled twice trying to shove his suitcases past the bed to get to the chest of drawers.


  “Do you want me to—”


  “I don’t need your help.”


  I held up my hands. “Fine. Forget I asked.”


  “Forgotten.” David stood in front of the bed and glared daggers at his stuff as if he hadn’t been the one to pack it. “Why is our cabin so small?”


  “Because this is what we decided on.”


  “We should have taken the comped tickets from Caleb.”


  “No.” I dropped my bag on the floor and leaned against the wall. “We shouldn’t have.”


  “Then we should upgrade.”


  “No, you should just chill the hell out and stop being such a princess. This cabin is fine for the two of us unless you’re planning to throw a party in here.”


  It was never a good idea to pay too much attention to what came out of David’s mouth once he got to drinking, but I did it anyway. Every time. Without fail. So when he pushed his bulging bag between the wall and the bed, grunting and muttering under his breath, I reacted with the quickness.


  “What’s that you said?”


  “I said—” The bag burst onto the other side of the bed and he fell forward with an oof. “I said with as much as you work lately, it seems like you’d want to have a good time.”


  My shoulders loosened. “I do want to relax. We can accomplish that just fine right here. I don’t mind being in close quarters with you.”


  “Yeah, you’re great about it as long as no one else is around.”


  “Oh holy hell.” I flopped backward on the bed and covered my face with my hands. “Here we go.”


  “Oh good, now here you go acting like you’re never the one with the problem.” David stopped regarding his bags and loomed over me. “Our relationship is never going to stop being a source of confusion for me, is it? There’s never going to be a point where we just . . . are. There will always be questions about what we are.”


  “David, what are you talking about?”


  He braced his hands on either side of my head and leaned down. “There’s always a question about who we are to each other or how we know each other—no one automatically assumes we’re together because eighty percent of the time you keep me at arm’s length when we’re around people you know. And now you’re even doing it around strangers. Even on our vacation!”


  “David—”


  “Please don’t fucking Caleb me.” David leaned closer, his nose brushing against mine. “I hate that patronizing, gaslighting, You’re so crazy and irrational, David tone.”


  Had I sounded like that? A quick replay of the past minute resulted in a resounding yes.


  “David,” I said, lowering my voice. “Everyone that matters knows we’re together. Is it so bad that I want to avoid additional harassment when boarding a ship?”


  “It’s not just about that specific moment.” David climbed up on the bed and straddled me. He pressed his hands against my chest and leaned down again, fire and brimstone and painfully gorgeous all the while. “Now you’re going to use this as an excuse to avoid holding my hand or kissing me or doing anything couple-like for this entire vacation. And you know it.”


  I opened my mouth to protest but . . . couldn’t. There was a good chance he was right.


  “See! This is what I’m talking about! One incident of homophobia and you shove me back into the closet. I’m so sick of it.” He clenched his hands in my shirt. “It’s just like the thing with those cops.”


  “It’s nothing like the situation with the cops.”


  “How?” he challenged. “You admitted that you think our relationship being public is a bad idea.”


  “Am I wrong, though?” I bolted up from the bed and wrapped my arms around his waist, crushing him against me. It said something about us that even in the midst of a fight, my attention immediately drew to the way he bit the full swell of his lower lip. Our foreheads pressed together, and he draped his arms around my neck. I could see the hurt and anger in those pretty brown eyes of his, but he couldn’t keep his hands off me either. “Can you deny that it complicates things sometimes?”


  “No, but that doesn’t mean we have to pretend we’re just friends. It doesn’t matter what people think.”


  “It matters to me.”


  David’s fingers dug into my shoulders like claws. “Ray, I’ve never passed for straight. I’ve had hateful words hurled at me since I was ten years old. And you know what? It sucks, but I don’t let it turn me into someone I’m not. I don’t hide who I am, and I won’t hide who I love. You need to get over it.”


  “Oh, it’s that easy?”


  “Yes! You’re so used to the ease of going through life as this big, masculine cis man that you can’t handle the shit I’ve been eating for fifteen years. That’s why you pick and choose who you come out to and make up a bunch of stupid lies to tell everyone else. What the fuck are you going to do when we’re still living together in ten years? Twenty years? Or do you not think we’ll make it that long?”


  A million denials filled my head, but I didn’t do anything more than meet his glare head-on. It might have been the alcohol that had loosened his lips, but all of this was coming from somewhere real inside of him. And I could tell he’d been thinking about it for a while.


  “You’re right,” I said slowly. “But you’re forgetting the fact that my Puerto Rican ass already has a couple of bull’s-eyes. Excuse the fuck out of me if I’m hesitant to add another when I know it’s just going to bring me trouble.”


  The heat didn’t leave David’s expression, but I felt him deflate as soon as the words were out of my mouth. And I couldn’t tell if it was because I was bringing up something he couldn’t debate, or if it was because I’d just implied I’d never be totally out about our relationship.


  “I love you, David. And we’re going to be together for as long as we can stand each other, and I hope that takes us to the old folks’ home, where we’re sharing Viagra.”


  He burst out laughing, but it was pained. “Sometimes I don’t think it’s possible for us to make it there, Ray. Everything is getting worse, not better.”


  “That’s not true. You’re just drunk and emotional. You need to lay off the alcohol.”


  “If you think that’s going to happen on this cruise, it’s gonna be a long trip.”


  Good thing I’d already resigned myself to that.
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  The cruise ship was massive enough for me to get turned around twice trying to find a bar far enough away from my friends to give me time for a good Rodriguez brood. My journey took me to a fancier part of the ship. Instead of beer taps and paper coasters with island themes, the bar top was frosted glass lit from beneath, and there were bottles of top-shelf alcohol perched in golden fixtures that looked like chandeliers. Basically the stupidest thing I’d ever seen. I was out of place as fuck in my jeans, white T-shirt, and Yankees cap.


  “You have beer back there somewhere?”


  The bartender, Mark according to his name tag, grinned. “Of course, just not on tap.”


  “Corona?”


  “Ooh, you got me there. Would you like to see a menu?”


  “A menu?”


  Still grinning, or maybe smirking, Mark slid the menu on the bar. It was even printed on fancy paper—thick and creamy with teeny cursive font. On it were a variety of beers with names that belonged in a microbrewery in Williamsburg instead of a fancy bar on a cruise ship, but for all I knew this was the type of crap that rich people drank.


  “You got any lemonade?”


  Mark burst out laughing and removed the menu from my sight. “That I do, sir.”


  “Awesome.”


  If Mark caught on to my sarcasm, he definitely didn’t let on. As I slouched on the tiny barstool with my head pillowed on one of my arms and my hat shading my eyes, he placed the glass in front of me.


  “Can I use a card to pay for this?”


  “Just give me your room number and I’ll charge it.” Mark whipped a towel over his shoulder. “And let me know if you need anything else.”


  I nodded and watched as he went to attend to a guy sitting across the circular bar. It was a relief he wasn’t the stay-and-chat type. If there was anything that pissed me off more than life in general, it was bartenders who felt the need to make conversation.


  I resumed my slouch and stirred the straw in the ice, watching the seeds at the bottom shift around. Part of me wondered what David was doing, but I knew the answer and I wanted absolutely no part of his descent into constant drunkenness. Ever since this idea had come up, I’d known it would be a possibility that he’d spend the entire trip boozing it up with Chris and Stephanie, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I’d sort of held on to the thought that he’d be more interested in staying sober since I was almost always the designated everything whenever I went out with my friends. But no dice.


  It was something I’d mentioned to Michael when we’d first spoken about this trip, and he’d told me to talk it over with David. Tell him how much his need to get sloppy drunk when partying got under my skin, but . . . I couldn’t. It felt too much like me telling him what to do, or judging his life, and there was no real reason for that considering the guy rarely drank when not in party mode. Who was I to fuck up his good time? Besides his boyfriend. The boyfriend who’d pissed him off and stressed him out as soon as the trip had started. No—backtrack. I’d pissed him off and stressed him out by going AWOL for the past month and feeding into his doubts by refusing to be open about our relationship.


  Heaving a disgusted sigh, I sat up to drink the apparently fresh-squeezed lemonade, only to catch sight of the dude across the bar staring me down. He was fine as fuck. Skin a little darker than mine but with hazel eyes and light-brown hair that bordered on the red side, and he was poured into a shirt that looked like it’d been designed just for his body. Shit, given he was up in the fancy bar, maybe it had been.


  I glared. He raised an eyebrow. I glared harder. Motherfucker had the nerve to get up and walk to my side of the bar. What was it about a sneering mean mug that screamed I want you in my face?


  “You look familiar.”


  “Nope.”


  The guy stood next to my barstool.


  “Look—”


  “Is your name Raymond by any chance?”


  I jerked my head back, brows drawing down.


  “Raymond Rodriguez?”


  My eyes flicked over him again. Everything about him screamed big money. The watch peeking out of his shirt cuffs gave it away, but his accent had the nuances of someone who may have been raised around my block.


  “Who are you supposed to be?”


  “My name’s Clive Baptiste.”


  He even had a fancy name. “I don’t know no Clive Baptiste.”


  “Your brother does.”


  Oh great. Now I was being rude to someone who knew Michael. I couldn’t wait to get a lecture later on.


  “That’s nice, but I’m not him. Feel free to keep it moving.”


  Clive’s lips twitched. He was not taking me seriously at all. “You look so much alike.”


  “We definitely do not,” I retorted. “I’m prettier.”


  The laugh that burst out of Clive’s mouth wasn’t the worst thing to happen to me today, but it unfortunately resulted in him sitting his ass down beside me.


  “Same height, coloring, and broad shoulders. You also have the same nose and lips.” Clive swiveled on the barstool and regarded me. “Although I suppose your eyelashes are longer, and you have all of that hair.”


  He should have seen it six months ago when it was halfway down my back. Now, it only brushed the nape of my neck.


  “Thanks for the overview,” I said dryly. “Are we gonna start going into skull size and shape, or can I be left alone now?” My rudeness had absolutely zero effect on Clive. If anything, he seemed to expect it from me, if I went by the amused twitching of his mouth. Which meant someone had talked about me before. Or maybe ranted about me. Goddamn Michael and his bitching. “Fine. You got my interest piqued. How do you know my brother?” I asked, finally taking a sip of my drink.


  “We were in a relationship for two years.”


  I nearly spit the lemonade out. It burned up my nose and caused me to hack loudly, drawing the attention of Mark. I shot a glance at Clive while wiping my face with a napkin, and was surprised to see he looked concerned by my spluttering.


  “I assumed you knew he was gay since you’re on a cruise to celebrate the launch of a queer dating app.”


  “It’s not the gay thing. It’s the . . . uh . . . Michael-living-double-lives thing.”


  A flash of something crossed Clive’s face, and his lips thinned. “Yeah, I’m familiar with that. When did he finally come out to you?”


  “Like a year ago. I mean, I’d already known. The only reason I stayed shut for so long is because he obviously didn’t want me to know.”


  “Considerate.” Clive rubbed his chin, once again regarding me thoughtfully. “He never mentioned me at all?”


  “Nope. It never occurred to me that he’d had actual relationships. I honestly figured he’d spent his time secretly pining over Nunzio while fucking his way across the city.”


  The flash that had flickered in Clive’s expression blossomed into a full-on shadow, and I knew I’d unthinkingly struck a nerve. Probably the Nunzio nerve. There was no way in hell any of Michael’s previous boyfriends had missed the fact that he and Nunzio had wanted each other. Michael denied having been into him throughout their friendship, but I called bullshit on that, unless he’d spent like twenty years in serious, deep-seated denial. Which was possible. If Michael was good at anything, it was conflict avoidance.


  “That’s partially why we broke up.” Clive kept watching me, waiting for a reaction. “I also told him I’d cheated on him.”


  “Good job.”


  “I did us a favor.”


  “By putting your dick in someone else?”


  “By lying and saying I did,” Clive countered.


  “Ah. Well in that case, you’re just an idiot.”


  Instead of defending himself, Clive smirked again. “You’re just as much of an asshole as Michael always said you were.”


  Ah-ha. I’d known Michael had been bitching. “Sorry not sorry.”


  He held up a hand. “I don’t need you to be sorry. It’s good to be around someone who says what they mean when they think it.”


  “You’re usually not?”


  “No. I’m a corporate attorney.”


  “’Nuff said.” I took another sip of lemonade. This time, I managed to keep it down. “Glad I could bring you back to the real world.”


  “It’s appreciated.”


  Clive slid off the barstool, and just when I thought I was free of other people, Caleb fucking Stone waltzed up to us. I knew he’d be on the cruise since this was his shindig, but kicking it with David’s ex-boyfriend wasn’t high on my list of things I wanted to do.


  “Clive, I’ve been looking for you.” Caleb glanced at me, and ticked up a brow. “Hello, Raymond.”


  “’Sup,” I muttered, slouching again.


  Caleb turned his attention immediately to Clive, and I tried not to pay attention to what they were talking about. It was impossible with them stationed right at my side. And besides that, it was a monumental task to pretend like Caleb didn’t exist.


  “The attorney from Blendspace left me a series of messages,” he told Clive.


  “About the same issue?”


  “Yes—the wording on their TOS and the lawsuit.”


  Clive huffed an exasperated breath. “I had a long conversation with her before we left. There’s no need—”


  “Yes, but then their clerk called and spoke to Oli, and now it’s shenanigans. You know how he is when he’s annoyed.”


  From the corner of my eye, I checked Caleb out and saw he was dressed similarly to Clive. Charcoal slacks, a starched shirt perfectly fitted to his sleek physique, and a sharp jacket that made his shoulders appear broader than mine. Him looking good was irritating, even though I didn’t have a beef with him anymore. Just a sort of distant, lingering sense of disquiet that he’d once been with David.


  Whatever Caleb was alluding to immediately translated in Clive’s mind, because his unimpressed expression shifted to one of alarm. “Wonderful.”


  “Right?” Caleb shook his head, scowling, and glanced at Mark. “Johnnie Walker, please. Black label.”


  Mark responded with a jolt as if he’d been given a directive from Jesus Christ himself. It was a far cry from how he’d acted with me, and I found myself wondering if everyone knew he was the founder of QFindr. Was he famous now? Huh.


  “I’ll handle it,” Clive said. “We can touch base before dinner.”


  “Sounds good.”


  Caleb nodded at Clive, and a glimmer of surprise shone in his face when Clive took the time to bid me farewell. I was hoping Caleb would take his Johnnie Walker and leave me to my now-watered-down lemonade, but he grabbed the tumbler of amber liquid and leaned against the bar with one outstretched arm. He looked like he was posing for the cover of Forbes magazine or something. It was ridiculous.


  “So,” I drawled. “Does everyone on this ship know you’re the top dog at QFindr?”


  “I’m not.” Caleb took a measured sip of his drink. “Oli, Aiden, and I are equals. But to answer your question, I assume the staff was briefed on who’s in charge of the festivities given the arrangements we made for the celebration.”


  “So they know to kiss your ass,” I surmised.


  “Basically.”


  “Huh.”


  I went back to staring at my lemonade and ignored the tickle of inadequacy that was niggling the back of my neck. It started as a pinch of discomfort and worked its way into a full-on sweep of warmth—like I was covered by a quilt stitched with patterns illustrating the fact that I would never be as good as him. No matter how many jobs I worked, how hard I studied for my classes, how often I tried to step up and take on responsibilities, I would never be a dude in a slick tailored suit who could order people to do my bidding with nothing more than a cool stare and a head nod.


  But did I even want that kind of superpower?


  Mark shot me a furtive stare as he wiped down the bar, and the brief tightening of his mouth was almost conspiratorial. A subliminal message between two working stiffs: I can’t wait until the suit fucks off so I can relax.


  I grinned. Nah, douche bag power wasn’t something I needed. I was good being a broke-ass bastard with a side order of asshole. Although, I definitely wouldn’t mind having some of his business savvy. Caleb probably had answers to all of the questions that had been building in my mind ever since the situation with the house had come up a couple of weeks ago.


  “Did you ever get the feeling that everyone around you immediately dislikes you?”


  My gaze flew over to Caleb. He was still standing beside me, tumbler in hand, and unlike Clive, had not invited himself to the seat beside me. “The fuck you talking about?”


  “I’m making an observation.”


  “Based on what?”


  Caleb shrugged. “Based on the fact that people immediately grow silent and tense in my presence.”


  “Oh.” Leaning on my arm, I studied him critically. Was he jerking my chain? Didn’t look like it. “Well, no one likes rich people.”


  “How does anyone know I’m rich?” he protested. “For all they know I’m a teacher.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, aiight.”


  For whatever reason, my response caused Caleb to smile. “Can I sit with you?”


  “It’s a free world. Sit wherever you want.”


  “Thank you.” He turned toward me, indicating this was the start of yet another conversation I had absolutely zero interest in having. “How’s David?”


  “Happy as a fuckload of clams.”


  “Where is he?”


  Probably halfway through a bottle of Fireball with Stephanie by now, if they went according to her plan to pregame. I didn’t even question how she’d managed to smuggle so much booze on the ship. That girl would always find a way to do what she wanted to do.


  “Probably partying with my friends.”


  “But not you.”


  “No, not me. What the fuck is this? Some weird interrogation?”


  “No, it’s not an interrogation. I just had a proposition for you, and I was hoping he’d be around when I asked.”


  I glanced at him and saw him studying me closely. He was tracing the breadth of my shoulders, and then his gaze moved up to do a slow circuit of my face—like he was taking stock of the goods. What in the hell?


  “Just ask whatever you want to ask, you weird bastard. And stop checking me out. I dunno what kind of wild shit you and Oli be up to, but this dude has no desire to be the dark meat between you two pieces of white bread.” Caleb had been mid-sip. He repeated my earlier moment of humiliation by spluttering while trying to swallow. “That’s what you get.”


  “For goodness sake.” Caleb’s brow furrowed, and he grabbed a handful of napkins to dab at his now-wet shirt. “I do not want to sleep with you. I most certainly do not want to share you with my lover.”


  “‘With my lover,’” I mimicked. “Who says that?”


  “Well, I do, for one. What would you propose I call him?” Caleb sounded annoyed now. “My boyfriend? We’re not twelve.”


  “No—you’re like forty-five, right?” I was completely incapable of keeping a straight face given the cold look he shot me. There was no muffling my laughter.


  “If you’re quite through,” he drawled, “I can get to the question I had. It involves considerable compensation.”


  Considerable compensation? If he wasn’t trying to get in my drawers, I had no idea where the hell this conversation was going, but I was definitely intrigued.


  “Okay,” I said, schooling my face into seriousness. “Hit me.”


  His eyebrow ticked up, but he managed to contain whatever smart-ass retort had come to mind. “Have you looked at the itinerary for the QFindr events on this cruise?”


  “That’s what you wanted to fucking ask me?”


  “No.” Caleb inhaled deeply. He sipped his drink. “We’re going to do a modeling competition. The winner gets to take part in the QFindr promotional campaign. Their face, along with other models, will be included on ads online, in the subway, on billboards, and so on. One of our investors insists on the exposure. However—”


  “Uh-huh.” Now his close analysis of my pretty-boy face was starting to make sense. “Look, I’m not entering a modeling competition. So that’s out. I don’t even know why—”


  “That’s not what I was going to ask you,” he snapped. “You really are a royal pain in the ass, aren’t you?”


  “Occasionally, but usually David’s.”


  Another inhale and exhale. Then he drained the glass. “My point, Raymond, is that I’m on the fence about paying professional models to participate in this campaign. Especially when the agency we were connected with has sent us nothing but white cis people who are probably straight.”


  I rubbed my chin and eyeballed him warily. “So, you want me to ‘participate in this campaign’ because of my lack of whiteness?”


  “And your lack of heterosexuality.”


  “Not really in the mood to help you fill your quota, homie.”


  “It’s not about a quota.” Caleb apparently got testy when he was challenged. “My concern is that we’re advertising a dating platform with models who do not fit our target audience. The entire purpose of the app was to reach people of all identities, sexualities, and ethnicities. And quite frankly? I hate the fact that I have an investor making any decisions, so I’d like to have ownership in the project by using their money to pay my friends.” He paused. “Or slightly hostile acquaintances.”


  “Huh.” The question poised on the tip of my tongue was, How much money? But the lizard part of my brain was telling me to run the fuck away from a promotion that would splash me across the subway as the face of a queer dating app. It was basically a nightmare. “When do you need to know this by?”


  “We plan to have the shoot in a couple of months. I’d like to know as soon as possible so I can cover my bases.” There was a slight pause. “Also, if you have any queer friends who are interested, that would be nice as well. At the moment, I’ve managed to convince Charles, Ashton, my sister, and my brother-in-law. I’d like at least two or three more individuals involved.”


  Tonya immediately popped into my head. She’d been into girls for as long as I could remember.


  “I have some ideas,” I said slowly. “But if I’m sourcing you models, I want a favor.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah.” I swiveled the barstool so I was facing him, and leaned forward. “Let me pick your brain about real estate, and I’ll ask around for some potential models.”


  “Real estate?” Caleb frowned thoughtfully. “All I know about real estate is how to pay my mortgage every month and avoid the homeowners association in my building. What do you want to know?”


  “I need to figure how much has been paid on a house that’s been mortgaged since the nineties, and how much I can get back on it if I sell. I’ve got this adulting thing down to about eighty percent in terms of holding down a job and paying bills on time, but understanding property taxes and bank statements?” I shook my head. “Nope.”


  “Gotcha.” Caleb was nodding and frowning now. “Honestly, that’s an Oli question. He was raised by a real estate mogul. Would you like me to take you to him?”


  Did I want to hear David’s mouth when he found out I’d shot the shit with his ex and his frenemy? No. But this was information I needed.


  “Yup. Let’s do it.”
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  My vague concern that Caleb and Oli were trying to score a kinky threesome with me evaporated as soon as I stepped into the suite they were sharing. It looked like something out of a movie—huge balcony opening to the ocean with billowing sheer curtains, sleek mahogany furniture, and state-of-the-art technology—and the three huge rooms were larger than the apartment I shared with David in Sunset Park. The most notable thing, though, was Oli’s reaction to our arrival. He barely glanced in my direction and eye-banged Caleb for a solid ten seconds.


  What a relief. The last thing I needed was David going off on a jealous rampage at even the indication of Oli saying something abstractedly complimentary. I didn’t think David had an actual concern about me straying. He simply foamed at the mouth at the idea of anyone we knew putting the moves on his man. Or at least, that was how it’d seemed in the past. These days, he was more insecure than I’d ever seen him.


  “Wow, hey, Raymond.” Oli stood up from his perch on the couch. He was relaxing with a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket and an entire platter of hors d’oeuvres. “What brings you here?”


  I swiped a flaky pastry puff and popped it into my mouth. “I promised your old man that I’d gather sexy Latino people for your de-whitening campaign if you gave me some info.”


  Caleb sighed. I grinned at him around the pastry. There was cheese and bacon baked inside of it. Delicious.


  “De-whitening campaign?” Oli crossed his arms over his chest. “Sounds like the worst advertisement for toothpaste ever.”


  “He’s referring to the QFindr promotional campaign,” Caleb said dryly. “But, as he said, he wants the chance to pick your brain before he’ll agree to ask his friends to participate. Since you’ve decided to take the entire evening off—”


  “Hey, it’s not the entire evening,” Oli interrupted. “I’ll go to the dinner later.”


  “—in order to have a party all by yourself,” Caleb went on, “I didn’t think you’d mind. Especially since it’s a topic you happen to know a great deal about: real estate.”


  A shadow flickered across Oli’s face—the barest glimmer of displeasure before he nodded. “I can do that.”


  “Excellent.” Caleb shot me a look. “I’ll be in touch.”


  I snagged another hors d’oeuvre. This one was prosciutto wrapped around mozzarella with herbs. Yum. “Looking forward to it.” It was difficult to tell if it was my chewing or my dismissive tone that earned me the big eye roll, but by the time he strolled out, I was impressed with Caleb’s capacity for epic bitch face. “So, how’d you two get together?”


  “New Year’s Eve.” Oli plopped on the couch again and poured a slim flute of champagne. “We fucked each other’s brains out, and next thing I knew it was true love.”


  “Are you being a smart-ass?”


  “Nope.” He handed me the glass and tapped his flute against mine. “Here’s to making David and Caleb happy, and ensuring they’re over each other.”


  “I’ll drink to that.” I couldn’t remember if I’d ever drunk champagne before, but it went down easy. “Nice.”


  “Isn’t it?” Oli released a contented sigh and sat back, crossing one knee over the other. He was the polar opposite of Caleb in every way—Ken doll meets James Dean, dressed in all black with bare feet—but even I could admit they looked great together. “So, what can I do you for, Mr. Rodriguez? Are you looking to buy property in the city?”


  “Nah. I’m looking to keep it.”


  At Oli’s inquisitive look, I recounted the tale from start to finish, and ended it by reaffirming my belief that we were doing ourselves and my mother a huge disservice by dumping the house instead of making a genuine effort to put it on the market for what it was currently worth.


  “Have you spoken to a real estate agent?”


  “Not me. I don’t know if Michael and Nunzio have.” I shrugged, frowning. “I don’t even know what I’d ask, man. I hate the idea of going to a stranger and being all clueless.”


  “Understandable.” Oli stared at me thoughtfully while holding his flute of champagne. “Okay, walk me through this. What’s your mortgage right now and how many years are left on the loan?”


  “According to Mikey, we won’t be done until 2021—so six more years.”


  “And how much are your payments?”


  “About fifteen hundred a month.” Which was the reason Michael was done with it—without a tenant, even splitting the payment with me would result in us both shelling out an extra eight hundred bucks a month, on salaries that didn’t allow for much leeway. Especially considering he and Nunzio were shacked up in a high-dollar zip code, and I’d just gotten the Charger. And that was without taking renovations into consideration. “Look, Michael wants no part of this. If I want to put it on the market and make back all the money my mother put into it, I’ll be the one footing the entire bill with the repairs and mortgage until it sells.”


  Oli frowned. “You really think Michael won’t help?”


  “I know he doesn’t want to help, and I don’t want to force him into it. Which means I’m trapped in this cycle of eighteen-hour days for the extra cash. I need to know there’s going to be a payoff if I follow my gut instead of his plan to dump it as soon as possible.”


  “And neither of you wants to refinance it and keep renting?”


  I shook my head. “He doesn’t want to be responsible for it anymore. Seriously, dude. I’ve been through this with him. I just want to know that I’m not making the wrong choice.”


  “Ray, you’re right. You know you are or you wouldn’t have put your foot down.” Oli set his champagne to the side and slid his phone from his pocket. “It’s a thirty-year loan?”


  “Yup. She bought the house in ninety-two.”


  Oli whistled softly. “Kid, judging from what you said about the property, it’s worth nearly three times what your mom bought it for. But—” he held up a finger “—if I go by your payment, she never refinanced, and in the nineties bank rates were batshit insane. Over the years, you guys have poured in almost three hundred grand in interest alone.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  “Afraid not, baby doll. Do the math yourself—if you’re paying fifteen hundred a month for twenty-three years . . .”


  “Holy mother of God. Banks suck.”


  “They do. The only option that makes sense is to renovate and sell at the price it would appraise for, which would get you back almost all the money your mother paid over the years since it’s worth so much more now.” Oli spread his hands. “If you sell it as-is, it’s most likely that someone will snap it up and flip it so they can make the fortune that should be yours and Michael’s. There’s also the option of refinancing if you think it will take a long time to fully renovate. At least then you’d be dealing with a lower interest rate and cheaper payments.”


  We stared at each other as my heart beat out of my chest. Our mother had already paid the original cost of the house three times in interest alone, and now Michael wanted to either sell it cheap or return it to the bank so they could make another four hundred grand off us? It was insane. Absolutely nuts. And maybe he was so ready to be done with the situation that it wasn’t as meaningful to him, but it sure as hell was meaningful to me.


  There was no way I was letting that happen.


  “Fuck it,” I said. “I’ll stay at my day job for as long as it takes to fix that bitch up and sell it for half a mil if I have to.”


  Oli’s lips spread in a big grin. “There’s my boy. And trust me, once you put it to Michael like that, he may have a change of heart. It sounds like he’s so fed up that he isn’t thinking clearly.”


  “You may be right about that. Can I hit you up if I need help with all of this?”


  “Damn right you can. As long as you don’t let your brother convince you to do the foolish thing.”


  “He’s not stupid,” I said, immediately defending Michael. “But he’s trying to move on with his life and unchain himself from the things that led to him having a massive breakdown in the past. I get it, you know? But . . . it just means I either have to make him see the light, or I’ll be the one to step up and handle it.”


  “I love it.” Oli stood when I did and followed me to the door. “Make sure you get David to give you a brain-melting blowjob after you repeat all this sexy ambitious business about being a go-getter and not letting the bank win.”


  “Ha. Right.”


  A blowjob would be incredible, but I was a hundred percent convinced David was more likely to chew my ass out once he realized I was stuck at LLS for the foreseeable future.
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  When I was a child, I’d thought a lot about what it would feel like to be loved.


  Not by a parent or a friend or a teacher—but by a person who wanted to swoop you into their arms, hug you and kiss you, and commit themselves to you forever.


  I’m not sure why I’d had those thoughts so young, but I now attributed it to the fact that I’d done more reading than interacting with other kids for the first fifteen years of my life. So much of the media my parents and I had consumed together had focused on this strange, mysterious, and often elusive thing called love. And I’d wanted it for myself. I’d craved it in high school as I watched my peers date and long for each other and experience their first heartbreaks. And I’d craved it in college when all I’d received was my first taste of kinky sex and constant fucking. I’d thought I’d had it with Caleb, but . . . it had fallen apart, and I’d been traumatized to realize love could go away.


  But I knew I had the real thing with Raymond. I felt it in my bones. In my pores. In every chamber of my heart.


  I also knew there were key parts of us that were completely different.


  Like my desire, no, my need for attention. Even if we weren’t talking, or watching the same thing, or doing the same thing, the knowledge that Raymond was in the apartment with me was a comfort I found hard to explain without feeling like a clinger. And I hated that I was ashamed of how much I loved being close to him. Most of all, I hated that sometimes he made me feel ashamed.


  I also hated that his lack of outness was starting to niggle at me so often, but it hurt that he still wasn’t proud enough of our love to not keep me a secret. Not only at work, but also in public, which was completely new. Again, I wondered if our limited time together was starting to make our glaring differences harder to swallow. Not just him being closeted, but also my thoughtlessness, along with my insecure nagging about Trey.


  I didn’t know. The only answer I had came in the form of frozen margaritas at the first QFindr dinner of the cruise.


  “Hey, who’s that?”


  I looked up from my drink to see Tonya’s intense gaze focused across the room on a willowy woman with long chestnut-colored hair. Like Tonya’s black T-shirt and skinny jeans (with metallic suspenders and combat boots) ensemble, the woman had totally bypassed the dining hall’s strict dress code. She was rocking knee-high boots, shredded skintight jeans, and a billowy tank top.


  “That’s Meredith. She’s Caleb’s sister. The guy with her is Ashton Townsend.”


  “She’s gorgeous.”


  She also hated me, but who was I to try to ruin a perfectly good girl-on-girl ogle session. Especially when I secretly wanted to be Tonya’s friend but could not get past the look of indifference on her face whenever she happened to glance my way.


  “Want me to introduce you?”


  Tonya’s eyes swiveled to me and narrowed. “Why?”


  “Because you look like you want to devour her?”


  Chris snickered. “Yeah, she wants to eat somethin—” The sentence choked off with a loud thump from underneath the table. Judging from his pained gasp, I was willing to bet that Tonya had kicked the shit out of him. “I’ll . . . hold that thought.”


  “Probably a good idea,” I said.


  Tonya was still regarding me seriously, but she didn’t speak.


  Chris pointed to Ashton. “Why does that guy look familiar?”


  “He used to model and is now just semi-famous for being filthy rich and having a sex tape or two.” I stirred my margarita. “I only know this because I stress-read gossip magazines.”


  “Interesting.”


  Raymond smirked, but it faded once he saw me gulping down the rest of my drink.


  “Ease up,” he muttered.


  “He’s on vacation,” Chris protested. “Don’t be a—”


  “Stay out of it,” Tonya sharply commanded. “It’s not your business.”


  Chris stuck out his lower lip, clearly looking for her to soften under the weight of his adorableness, and wilted when her expression didn’t change. Good to know I wasn’t the only one who got the impassive ice grill.


  “Never mind.” Raymond shoved his fork into his baked potato but didn’t look too interested in eating it. He’d barely touched any of his food. “I want to talk to you guys about something later.”


  “Which guys?” Tonya asked.


  “You and David.” A pause. “Maybe Chris too.”


  “What’s it about?”


  Raymond glared at Chris. “I said we can talk about it later, when we’re not in a crowded-ass dining hall. It’s a chance to make some money. I had a conversation with Caleb and Oli—the QFindr founders—that I think you’ll be interested in.”


  Now that got my attention. “You were talking to Caleb and Oli? When?”


  “After we dropped our shit in the cabin. I ran into Caleb at the bar.” Raymond hesitated then added, “And then I talked to Oli in their ginormous suite. Is that okay?”


  “Was Caleb there the whole time?”


  “No . . .”


  There was this little nugget of jealousy deep in my gut that wanted to swell to a massive size and explode out of my mouth with sassy comments, but Raymond’s sheepishly hesitant admission prevented my irritation from rearing up. I honestly didn’t think he would ever go behind my back with someone like Caleb or Oli. If Raymond wanted to move on, I had a feeling it wouldn’t be with people even more privileged than me.


  “It’s fine. I mean, given how tipsy I am, you may want to ask me again when I’m not balls-deep in a margarita.”


  Raymond, Chris, and Tonya laughed. I mentally fist-pumped. Making Raymond’s friends like me enough to consider me an actual friend was my goal.


  “Where’s Stephanie and Sharky?” Raymond jutted his chin at their empty seats. “They might be interested despite their heterosexuality.”


  Chris cocked his head. “What about my heterosexuality?”


  “Right.” Raymond stabbed his potato again. “That too.”


  Tonya snickered. Chris furrowed his brow.


  “You guys are mean.” In reality, I just wished I had the inside info. Was Chris not straight? If so, I could think of a few people to hook him up with. Everyone loved dimples. “Chris, do you—”


  “Good evening, everyone.” The voice boomed across the dining hall through a microphone. Toward the front of the room on an upraised platform, a tall man with linebacker shoulders and orange hair was addressing the crowd. He was adorably wearing a T-shirt with the QFindr logo beneath a sports coat that looked ready to burst at the seams given his biceps. “I’m Aiden Fairbairn—otherwise known as a third of QFindr’s queer founder triumvirate. I wanted to kick off our cruise by saying a couple of things.” His accent made it sound like a cupla things. “First off—thank you all for coming with us on this cruise. We scrambled to put this thing together, nearly killing each other with endless debates, and the turnout is damn incredible, if you ask me. And before you ask me somethin’ else—no, the whole cruise isn’t packed with QFindr people, but this entire dining room is. So, it’s a great place to cruise on the cruise, if you know what I’m saying.”


  My eyebrows shot up. I definitely hadn’t been aware of that fact. There was something indescribably comforting about the knowledge that I was surrounded by family.


  “Second—this ain’t just a launch party, folks. Oli, Caleb, and I are also celebrating the fact that we got scooped up by some major investors. And along with that are gonna come major new marketing campaigns, some of which you guys are gonna be part of if you come to the Fresh Face competition.”


  “What’s that?” I whispered. “I haven’t looked at the itinerary.”


  “It’s a modeling thing,” Raymond said. “They’re looking for people to be in their promo campaign.”


  I wrinkled my nose. “You actually read the itinerary?”


  Raymond snorted. “No.”


  “Third,” Aiden boomed. “We have another cause for celebration, and I’ve been warned that . . . I might get my butt kicked when one half of this dynamic duo hears me announce this, but we’ve already had our first cruise proposal!”


  “Ay, Dios mio, Nunzio,” Michael’s voice piped up in the otherwise silent dining hall. Loud laughter answered his exclamation. “Coño carajo—”


  “Michael Rodriguez and Nunzio Medici are soon to be Mr. and Mr. Rodriguez! Give them a goddamn hand!”


  Thunderous applause flooded the room. I covered my mouth with my hand and tried not to laugh at the dull glare Michael was aiming at his fiancé and the brilliant grin Nunzio was flashing in return. After a beat, Michael rolled his eyes and dragged him in for a kiss. At that point, they were in standing-ovation territory.


  “In honor of their awesomeness, all the drinks at tonight’s party are on QFindr! Open bar, people. Come through, and thank the two future grooms!”


  By the time Aiden was finished, Raymond was laughing and clapping, but there was no surprise on his face. Michael had likely given him a heads-up that he’d been planning to propose, which was a relief. The real surprise was the pang in my chest as I watched Michael bury his face in Nunzio’s neck while Nunzio affectionately petted his hair. The love that exuded from them like a beacon, and the fact that Nunzio wanted to share their happiness with everyone, was everything I wanted but wasn’t sure I’d ever have.
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  The party was held in a slightly smaller room than the dinner and was packed with people. I promptly parked myself at the bar.


  “Don’t look too excited, kiddo. I only just got engaged.”


  I forced a smile at Michael. “I couldn’t be happier. I knew you two belonged together from the moment I first watched him fuck you.”


  Michael’s eyes opened wide even as he released a sharp bark of laughter. “Keep it down, Butler. Strangers don’t need to know about the threesome that launched my relationship.”


  This time, I was the one laughing. It felt good.


  “Is that what you tell yourself?” I asked, raising a brow. “Because you guys had the chemistry way before I entered the picture. I saw it that night at the club when you danced together. Your bodies were in sync, and you couldn’t stop touching each other.”


  Michael reached over the bar to grab a can of soda. “You know, everyone has been saying that since we announced we’re together.” He rubbed the can between his hands. “That they’d always suspected I was gay even before I came out, or at least that we were together, because we’ve been so affectionate with each other since childhood. I mean . . . I’ll now admit there were times when we’d gone out drinking and I’d woken the next morning and swore something nonplatonic had happened, but I don’t remember thinking of him that way until we were older.”


  “Even if your head didn’t know Nunzio was meant for you, your heart always did.” I expected ridicule, but when Michael’s eyes rose to meet mine, what I got was a million-dollar smile and a big bear hug. Wrapping my arms around him, I returned the embrace and pressed my face into his soft dark hair. “I think this is the first time you’ve ever hugged me, Rodriguez.”


  “I figured I’m allowed to be sentimental.”


  “You are.” I kissed the top of his head. “But if you spill shit on my white pants, I’m going to be pissed.”


  Michael snorted and put me down. “No wonder Ray calls you a princess.”


  As soon as he said the name, my attention flew across the room and automatically landed on Raymond. Somehow, I always knew where he was. It was like my body was so attuned to his energy that I’d always find him. He was currently salsa dancing with Stephanie, and good damn thing I wasn’t threatened by her skin-melting hotness. Half the room was looking on and catcalling. I wondered if he’d dance with me, and seriously doubted it.


  “Okay, what’s wrong with you?”


  I snagged a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, and put my back to the unbelievably sexy spectacle of Raymond dancing. Champagne wasn’t meant to be tossed back like a shot, but I chugged it anyway.


  “David . . .” The worry in Michael’s tone was heavy enough to ping my guilt. My obvious bad mood was spoiling his postproposal high. “You’re drinking a lot.”


  “Open bar.” Shit. I was talking in slow motion already. “So, how did you propose?”


  “We can talk about that later.”


  “No, I want to talk now.” I went for another flute of champagne, but Michael grabbed my arm. “Please don’t babysit me.”


  “Please don’t drink while emo. Why don’t we take a walk? Get a snack or something.”


  “Because if we do that, you’ll be leaving what has turned into a massive engagement party just for you.”


  “Like I care.” Michael braced one of his forearms against the bar top, and leaned closer to me. “Look, I know you and Raymond haven’t been in the best place lately. It’s why I wasn’t going to mention the proposal, but Nunzio wasn’t aware of—”


  “Whoa!” I held up my hands. “Why are you . . . withholding proposal news because of my and Raymond’s problems?”


  “Because I knew there was a chance it would make you feel the way you’re obviously feeling.”


  “You don’t know how I’m feeling,” I said sharply. “Maybe I just want to get drunk. Did you ever think of that?”


  “Yeah, I did,” he snapped back. “I thought maybe you wanted to get drunk because you want Raymond to be all affectionate and attention lavishing, the way Nunzio is with me in public, and I know my brother well enough to have a good feeling that he’s not quite at that point yet.”


  Hearing it from his mouth made it so much worse. It made it real. An unchanging reality that everyone else was aware of. Just another thing I couldn’t control, and another thing I felt guilty about wanting in the first place.


  “Please leave me alone, Michael. I just want to drink tonight. I’ll be better tomorrow.”


  “I don’t need you to be better,” he said, tone softening. “I just want you to be okay.”


  “I will be. I swear.”


  Michael didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t push. He squeezed my shoulder once, tightly, and then drifted over to where Nunzio was sitting with Aiden on a chaise lounge. I watched them for a moment and marveled at how closely our worlds had all intertwined, but the brief distraction was cut short by the heat of a stare burning into me. Across the room, Raymond was glaring at me and drawing his finger across his throat—a signal that I was cut off. Unfortunately for him, I had no desire to stop drinking just yet.


  I knocked back another drink, and he shook his head in disapproval.
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  I took a walk around the ship to keep myself from saying anything more to David about his drinking. I didn’t want to be controlling, and I knew my discomfort had more to do with the fact that alcoholism ran in my family than him. Also, that I’d soon be breaking the news about having to stick it out at LLS. Yeah, waiting on that confession for after the cruise was probably the best plan. Knowing he’d continue seeing me for a grand total of ten hours a week for the next six months or so was more than likely going to send him over the edge.


  Blowing out a breath, I made my way back to the party. The tour of the ship hadn’t taken as long as I’d expected. I wanted to know what David was doing, or if he’d even stayed after I’d walked out. Part of me hoped he hadn’t, and that we could just go back to our cabin and enjoy ourselves for a few hours without all of this external crap stressing us out.


  The possibility got me pumped for about five minutes, until I pushed through the door and instantly spotted David.


  Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.


  There were a lot of good-looking people in the room, but David stole the attention from everyone in his general area. And I could see why he’d attracted both Nunzio and Michael that night almost two years ago. I’d only heard stories of David the drunk twink party boy, and he was . . . incredible. His presence was like the sun rising in the middle of the darkened room. Bright and vibrant and sexy enough to take my breath away. I’d never seen David dance before, not like this, and I couldn’t stop staring.


  There were a couple of guys dancing around him, but it seemed like everyone was too busy watching and cheering him on to really get too close. I didn’t even recognize the song playing—something by Rihanna—but David was writhing against the air like it was grinding back on him, and twerking his round ass with enough skill to make me instantly regret never having asked him to put on a private show. I’d do basically anything to see him move his ass like that while wearing nothing but a pair of his overpriced designer briefs.


  A brave soul finally came up behind David and grabbed hold of his hips before guiding him back. David pulled away, content to continue drunkenly dancing on his own. Not that the guy seemed capable of taking no for an answer. He kept trying to coax David into a grind session. He obviously wanted to die.


  “Oh, shit, hey, Ray.” Chris swooped in like a bat out of hell and jerked me toward the bar. “Let’s drink, buddy.”


  “How long has he been dancing?”


  “Er. I dunno. A few minutes?”


  “Is he black-out drunk right now?”


  “I have no idea.” Chris flagged the bartender down. “Two rum and cokes!”


  “I don’t want to drink.” I curled my hands into fists and glanced over to see David continuing to evade the guy’s groping hands. “Has he been to the bar much?”


  Chris half leaned over the bar to grab the bartender’s apron. The dude behind the bar gave him a lethal glare that softened after he got a load of Chris’s dimpled smile.


  “Two rum and cokes? Pretty please?”


  “Sure thing, daddy.”


  Chris kept on grinning. He loved getting over with a gay dude. It was partly why I was starting to suspect he might be a little on the willing-to-experiment side himself.


  “Chris, stop flirting and pay attention, okay?” I thumped my hands down to the bar. “Do I need to go fuck that dude up, or what?”


  “Ray, I got no clue if David is in his right mind. I’m not exactly babysitting the kid. And it seems kinda hypocritical for you to be enraged over him dancing when you were doing the same with Steph a while ago.”


  I shot a quick look over my shoulder and recoiled. Now there were two guys trying their best to get David into a sandwich on the dance floor. My blood nearly boiled to the point of melting my flesh. There was no way David was in the right frame of mind, but these two jokers didn’t seem to give a fuck.


  “Wow.” Chris shifted uneasily. “Carajo.”


  I pushed away from the bar and shoved my way through the crowd.


  “Bro, wait—”


  Chris’s voice drifted after me, then Tonya’s voice joined him, but I was too far gone to hear. The music was a faint buzz in my ears, and the bodies around me nothing but obstacles on my way to my goal. Tunnel vision didn’t allow me to see anything but David.


  I grabbed one of the dudes’ shoulders and jerked him away from David. He stumbled, spluttering, and rounded on me with his hands raised.


  “What the fuck?”


  “Back off him or I’ll beat the shit out of you.” I shot the twerp trying to grind on David’s ass a dark glare. “You don’t see how drunk he is?”


  “Not too drunk to get low,” the guy said with a smirk. “Why don’t you relax? We can all have fun together.”


  What a waste of life. I sneered and directed my attention to David. He barely seemed to notice what was going on.


  “David.”


  Those big brown eyes opened slowly and landed on me. He smiled. “Hey, Ray.”


  The brilliance of his smile was so unexpected that I couldn’t help but return it with a fainter one of my own. He was so damn out of it. “Hey.”


  “I thought you left?”


  “Never mind that.” I ignored the big guy hovering at my side and held out my hand. “Come here, baby.”


  David cocked his head and bit his lower lip, like maybe he was thinking twice, but then his eyes slid over me and the hesitation vanished. Shoving one of the guys away, David grabbed my hand. I pulled him away from the circle of onlookers and felt my insides go molten when he plastered himself against me. With his head tilted back, eyes dark and magnetic beneath long pale lashes, and his lips parted, I could practically taste the alcohol on his lips. The sweat on his skin.


  “Aw, come on, you’re going to leave us hanging?”


  The guy sounded more playful than serious, but when he put a hand on David’s arm, I just about went apeshit. I stood up straight, shoulders back, and was ready to cock my fist when he held up his hands.


  “Whoa! Just kidding.”


  My lip lifted, but the hush falling over the crowd was what cooled my temper. That, and David clinging to me and breathing against the side of my face.


  “You’re so hot, Ray.”


  A shiver ripped through me.


  Turning away from the two morons, I wrapped an arm around David and forced him off the dance floor. I knew people were getting a kick out of the drama. In my peripheral vision, I could see my friends watching. But I didn’t care. Fuck spectacles and onlookers and what anyone thought.


  David was all over me by the time we made it out of the room and onto the deck. I was trying not to focus on how his hooded stares and roving hands were running me hot while I was simultaneously close to exploding with irritation and jealousy, but it was difficult. Made even more so when he started talking dirty.


  “Fuck, I love when you wear jeans this tight. Your dick looks so big.” My dick hardened almost instantly. He shoved me against the rails as the wind whipped my hair into my face. David grabbed the back of my neck and yanked me down. “Kiss me.”


  “Davi—” His damp lips brushed mine, and a groan escaped my mouth. God. I was supposed to be pissed, not turned on. “God, David, don’t do this right now. You’re wasted.”


  One of his hands slid up the back of my shirt while the other dropped between my legs.


  “Fuck me,” he breathed. “Please? I’m so horny.”


  “Because you’re drunk as hell. I wish you’d listen when I ask you to stop drinking.” I knocked his hand away. “Cut it out.”


  “Why?” His voice rose and seemed to extend into the darkness and the endless ocean around us. “You don’t want me? Then why’d you drag me out of there?”


  “Because—” I put my hands on his shoulders and put space between us. He listed forward, and I shoved him against the side of the ship. All I accomplished was crushing our bodies together and aligning my dick with his. My mouth went dry. “Because I know you’re pissed at me and have been for a while, and that’s the reason why you got so drunk. You’re only acting like this because you’re trashed and a slut for a white tee and a big bulge.”


  “Damn right I am.”


  For someone slighter and drunker than me, he was strong as hell and had no problem dragging me down for another sloppy kiss. And he tasted so good. Like everything I’d been missing every night for the past couple of months. I sighed against his mouth, let him slide his tongue deeper inside, and braced an arm above his head as I reacquainted myself with his touch. The impatient grasps, the way his fingers almost always lost themselves in my hair, and how he could rock against me in a rhythm that sent my pulse exploding in my veins.


  I moaned, and David shivered.


  “You made that sound the first time we kissed each other,” he whispered against my lips. “I knew I loved you right then.”


  “Please stop.” I pressed our foreheads together and smoothed his hair back. “We need to talk, not do the thing we always do, which results in us solving nothing.”


  He kissed down my chin, dragged his teeth over my jaw, and licked the side of my throat. “What do we always do?”


  “Get mad, argue, and cold-shoulder each other.” I buried my face in his hair. “Then bang the hell out of each other while amped up instead of having a real conversation.”


  “This feels real to me.” David’s voice was getting fainter. “It feels more like reality than you never being around, or being too tired to fuck me.”


  “You’re exaggerating.”


  “No, I’m not.” David dropped his hands. “You always do this! You make me feel bad for feeling things. God. It’s like you and Caleb have conditioned me to think my feelings and thoughts are always fucking invalid! I’m sick of it.” He swung an arm out to indicate the ocean. “No one is even out here and you still don’t want to touch me!”


  The cadence of his voice was so distraught that I nearly buckled and did whatever he wanted. In the shadows of the ship with the cool breeze coming off the Atlantic Ocean, and with his body tight against mine, it would have been easy to do just that. Have wild, reckless sex against the railing and pretend things were okay.


  But I was sober. And, like I’d told him, I knew he’d gotten drunk because he was upset with me, and that worse was coming once I told him about LLS.


  “Let’s go.”


  David twisted away with a wet sniff. “Fine.”


  I grabbed the back of his shirt before he could slide through my fingers and make it through the door leading to the party.


  “Hey.”


  He didn’t look up until I tilted his chin. And how could I resist that face? The damp lashes and messy hair and big eyes that could draw me in just before they shot me full of sparks? Which was exactly what he was doing now. The I-love-you-but-I-can’t-stand-you expression.


  “I’m hungry.” I jerked my chin at the door. “Let’s go eat.”


  “Together?”


  I laughed. “Yeah, dummy. Together. Get something to soak up whatever the hell you drank.”


  David grabbed my hand, that silly reflexive show of affection I should have hated but had always enjoyed. “Can we be cool for tonight?”


  “Yeah.” I nudged him to the door. “For tonight.”
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  A crunching sound cut into my sleep.


  At first I ignored it, but that one sound keyed me into everything else around me. The coldness seeping into my back from the hard metallic floor, the wind causing my hair to hang all over my face, and the fact that half my body was numb. But above all, it was the crunching that did it.


  I wrenched my eyes open and found myself level with somebody’s cotton-covered crotch. Blinking, I looked up and found Nunzio standing over me, eating an apple. There was something really judgmental about his slow, deliberate chewing.


  “Wha—” I realized half my body was numb because David was plastered against me. His face was turned into my chest, but judging by his soft snores, he was sound asleep. “What time is it?”


  “Almost eight.”


  “Oh.”


  Behind Nunzio, the sky stretched out pink and gold over a dark-blue ocean. Falling asleep out on the deck hadn’t been the plan. We’d wandered the ship together and scavenged for food left out at the buffets before going outside again to listen to the waves. David had nibbled on dinner rolls and mumbled drunkenly about the constellations and planets while I stroked his hair and enjoyed the sound of his voice. I didn’t even remember getting tired, let alone falling asleep.


  “So . . .” I shifted slightly, and David made a tiny noise of protest. “So, why are you up so early?”


  “Habit,” Nunzio said around his apple.


  “Oh.” Fuck. “Look, I know you probably heard about the shit at the party—”


  He held up a hand to stop me talking. “Nope. And I don’t want to know.”


  “If you didn’t hear, then how did you know I was out here?”


  “I didn’t. I came to watch the sunrise and found you two curled up together like a couple of street urchins.” Nunzio took the last bite of his apple. “Have you sorted out your drama?”


  “That wasn’t part of the discussion.”


  “Did you get some ass?”


  Leave it to Nunzio.


  “No, man.”


  “Well, get on top of it. That kid has been high-strung enough to snap in half.” Nunzio licked apple juice from his fingertips. “Do yourself a favor and spend the next five days fucking his brains out.”


  “Thanks for the pro tip, soon-to-be brother-in-law.”


  “You are quite welcome, but you might want to get your ass up if you plan to avoid the breakfast rush.” Nunzio puckered his lips at me and shoved the nearest door open before stepping inside once again. “And leave Michael out of the mess.”


  With pleasure. If Nunzio was judging me, I had no doubt that any conversation with Michael would lead in a direction that would leave me wanting to jump overboard. Especially if he heard about my jealous antics. It was bad enough that Chris and Tonya had seen. Maybe I’d be lucky and the rest of the crew had been absent for my dramatic dance floor standoff. The smart thing to do would have been to discreetly guide David away after telling the guys that he was drunk and I was his boyfriend, but random men trying to grope David didn’t exactly lead to rational thought processes.


  Once the door slid shut, I tried to detach David from my arm and winced. Little tingles exploded in the limb as it regained circulation.


  “David.”


  “Mmm?”


  My dick twitched at the sound. Being in close proximity to David turned me into a teenage boy again. His little moans and sighs brought back fonder memories of pre-Kingsborough days. Like waking up to the feel of his hands and mouth on me, and the way he loved being screwed when half-asleep.


  “David—wake up. People are going to start coming out here soon.”


  That got his attention. He stirred further, shifted next to me, and then seemed to startle awake. His head snapped up, blond hair flying everywhere, and he looked between me and the railing several times. But there was no awareness in his expression. Nothing sparked as to why we were where we were and how we’d gotten there.


  “What’s going on?”


  Great. He didn’t even remember our moment of peace the night before. Him sleepily talking about Orion’s Belt had started to feel like a truce since he’d stroked my hand with his thumb the entire time.


  “You got really drunk.”


  David scooted back with his legs folded. He wiped a hand across his face and wet his lips. “I don’t remember . . . anything after I ordered a Mexican Bulldog.”


  “Wonderful.” I stood up. “Do you want me to fill you in or do you want to just let it go?”


  He stared up at me with his lower lip caught between his teeth, and was so goddamn adorable that it was hard not to pull him against my chest.


  “Is it embarrassing?”


  “Well, I almost got in a fight with some dude who looks like J. J. Watt because he was trying to grind up on your ass.” I made a seesaw motion with my hand. “Your mileage may vary.”


  “Oh holy hell.” David clapped his hand over his mouth, turned bright red, and made a muffled sound. “You didn’t hurt him, did you?”


  It was impossible to contain a laugh, and once one slipped out, I couldn’t stop. David joined me.


  “David, I said he looked like J. J. Watt. You really think I was gonna hurt him?”


  “Yes. You’re fast and mean.”


  “Heh.” Wasn’t that right? “You wanna go? People are going to be up soon for the breakfast buffet, and you’ll be doing the walk of shame in your wrinkled clothes.”


  David didn’t look concerned, but he got to his feet after grasping my arm. “I feel like shit.”


  “Yeah, I bet.”


  “Maybe I’ll take it easy today with the drinking.”


  I almost did the sign of the cross and thanked the Holy Spirit, but David was watching me closely and clearly expecting that exact reaction.


  “Let’s go,” I said. “You could probably use some bread in your stomach to absorb whatever you drank, and my back is fucking killing me.”


  The buffet was still pretty empty when we approached, but that was probably because most people were hungover from the night before, unlike Michael and Nunzio, who woke up at the ass crack of dawn with the sole purpose of having breakfast out on the dining room’s balcony while watching the sunrise. Okay, that was awesome, and I had to give them props for being functional. They were such a good-looking couple that I caught a few people doing double takes, but they didn’t pay any heed to the rest of the world as they picked out their food and pointedly ignored the hot mess of David and me.


  Not wanting to detract from their morning, I grabbed a plate of toast and a banana. David mumbled something about not being so hungry after all, but I could tell from his red-stained cheeks and downcast eyes that he was just embarrassed. He was also looking a little queasy.


  After getting a bottle of orange juice, I jerked my head at the exit. We shuffled silently to the staircase leading down from the upper deck and entered the glass-encased elevator that sank to the lower bowels of the ship. David and I watched each other silently until we got to the level with our cabin. I had no idea why he was being so awkward, or giving me these bug-eyed haunted stares, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to dig deeper to find out. It wasn’t too much to not want to get into a massive argument first thing in the morning.


  Our room was a welcome sight despite the size. I leaned heavily against the door as soon as we were in, but David scrambled to the bathroom immediately. The silence was fractured by the sound of his watery vomit. My own stomach curdled in response, but I entered the cramped space behind him. A low moan of disagreement escaped his mouth as he sagged against the side of the toilet, but I ignored it and stroked his back.


  “You feel better?”


  “No,” he whimpered. “My stomach is doing somersaults.”


  I smoothed hair back from his flushed face. He was sweating and squeezing his eyes shut. “You ready to move or are you gonna be sick again?”


  “I don’t know . . .”


  “We’ll wait, then.”


  “You don’t have to stay in here with me,” David said, wincing. “I’m so gross right now.”


  I rubbed his back again. “What’s the point of me if I can’t take care of you when you’re sick? You could be a leper and I’d still be trying to tend to your ass.”


  There was a glimmer of golden brown beneath David’s eyelashes. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


  “Because I love you.”


  David made no response except for a tightening at the corners of his mouth. Why that had been the wrong thing to say was beyond me, but I wasn’t going to argue with his reasoning now. I put an arm around him and started to guide him back to the bed, but the action resulted in him upchucking more violently than the first time. It seemed to strip all of his energy, but he still managed to unsteadily stand in front of the sink to brush his teeth. After, he didn’t protest as I lay him in the bed, removed his wrinkled, sweaty clothing, and cleaned him up with a damp cloth. He also didn’t protest when I stripped naked and slid beneath the blanket with him.


  When it was just us in a silent room with nothing separating us but flesh, the cadence of his breathing and the rhythm of his heart seemed to spell out all the ways the feelings welling in my chest were right. There was no way this would feel so good if we couldn’t fix the problems that had cropped up in the past few months.


  “Are you asleep?”


  “No.” I kissed the back of his neck. “Just thinking.”


  There was a pause before he spoke again. “Why aren’t you angry?”


  “’Bout what?”


  David exhaled shakily, and rolled over so we were facing each other. “I remember some things,” he confessed. “Flashes of me dancing with those guys.”


  “Heh. It was more like they were trying to dance with you, and you were in your own world.”


  “So . . . why aren’t you angry?”


  “Do you want me to be angry?”


  “I just don’t think I deserve how good you’re being to me right now.”


  “Oh come on,” I said, sucking my teeth. “Me and Steph weren’t exactly dancing with a Bible’s width between us. And like I said—you were just getting down by yourself for the most part.”


  “But you’re friends. And you’re not . . . like that.”


  “And you are?” When I got no answer, I added, “It wasn’t like you touched them. I saw the whole thing. They got all up on you, and you pushed them away.”


  David grimaced. “That’s just it. What if you hadn’t shown up? What if I’d . . . eventually let them do something else? Betrayed you in front of everyone we know.”


  “Oh, so it woulda been okay to betray me in private?” The look David flashed me could have stopped my heart, so I chucked him beneath the chin. “I’m joking. You’re being too hard on yourself. If we start getting all Minority Report about shit, I’m pretty sure a lot of relationships would be in trouble.”


  “I can’t believe you’re being this cavalier.”


  “Do you want me to be jealous because you were being all sexy on a dance floor?”


  “No! But I just . . . It’s just . . . the way you were about Caleb—”


  “Things change,” I said. “When the Caleb shit went down, I was insecure about a lot. I didn’t think I was good enough for you, and I didn’t think I had a real shot with you while a better option kept coming around. Now all of that has changed, and I trust you to not skip out on me, just like you trusted me to not have done anything shady with Oli.” I didn’t mention his paranoia about Trey.


  David nodded, but there was something weighing on him. I could feel the tension in his body, and I could practically hear him grinding his teeth.


  “Do you not trust yourself or something?” I demanded. “You think it would be that easy for you to give it up to someone else?”


  “No!” David’s eyes flew up to me, rounded with alarm. “I’m just always expecting to be judged based on the mistakes I made with Caleb. Like . . . some fucking scarlet A is tattooed onto my forehead. And I’m . . . I’m just . . . I hate that I give people ammunition. I can’t imagine what Michael and Nunzio think of me. Or your friends. God, Tonya must think I’m a piece of shit.”


  “No one thinks that, man. And if they do, and they say it in front of me, they better be ready for some Rodriguez rage.” I tilted his chin up again and brushed our lips together. “Don’t make more of it than it is.”


  “But all I do is dumb things whenever we get to be together lately,” he said softly. “I crave the little bit of time we have, and it seems like no matter what I do, I always fuck it up because I’m so on edge about everything.”


  “Why are you so on edge?” At his tiny shrug, I flashed back on his words from the night before—about him being conditioned to think his own feelings were invalid. I’d written it off as drunk ranting, but now, as I took in his anxious lip biting and refusal to make eye contact, I wasn’t so sure. “Just tell me.”


  “I’m scared of one day realizing this isn’t going to work between us,” he said in a voice so low it was barely a whisper. “After a year and a half, it still feels like we’re on shaky ground. It was solid for those first few months, but now . . . it’s like we’re this weird combination of either being at a standstill or going backwards.”


  “Because of my schedule.”


  “And the out thing.” David winced and wrapped his arms around me. “I know it’s not easy for you. I know you feel like you already have all these strikes against you—”


  “It’s not just a feeling,” I cut in. “It’s a reality.”


  “I know,” he rushed to add. “But . . . but I can’t hide who I am the way you can, and sometimes it feels like me being myself will eventually make you bury me more and more. No one at the docks will ever know my name except Trey, and that’s only because beneath all your denial you know he’s queer too.”


  “Man . . .”


  “And I doubt you tell anyone at school. Even the people at LLS don’t know you have a boyfriend, and you’ve been there for almost two years. I know you’re leaving there soon, but . . . it doesn’t feel good, Ray.”


  With his face drawn and weary, and his voice scraping out low and pained, there was no way I could correct his statement about LLS.


  “Will we ever be like Michael and Nunzio?” David asked after a while. “This solidly functioning couple that everyone can look at and say, ‘Those two are going to make it’?”


  “I hate when you compare us to other people.”


  “How can I not? Ray—I want to feel like . . . we’ll have that someday. I don’t want to always be on the edge of my seat and panicking when there’s a change because I’m scared that we can’t ride it out.”


  “You don’t think we can ride it out because you have absolutely zero faith in me.” It was out of my mouth before I could rein it in, and part of me didn’t care. This was always how it went. Accusations, doubts, comparing me to other people and having my performance come up short. I sat up and hunched forward with my head in my hands. He put a hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off. I slid out of the bed and grabbed my pants. “I’m done talking about this.”


  “Raymond, where the hell are you going?”


  “Away from this conversation.” I zipped my jeans. “I don’t want to hear your cynical shit today.”


  “I’m not trying to be cynical. I’m just scared!” David jumped out of bed. “If you leave this cabin, I swear—”


  “You can swear all you want.” I picked up my shirt. “I’m not having this conversation anymore.”


  “How are we going to fix anything if we can’t talk about it?” He ripped my shirt out of my hand and threw it on the other side of the bed. “I’m just saying I’m scared of what will happen if this situation turns into us doing nothing but arguing and resen—”


  David broke off with a gurgle. He shoved past me and into the bathroom again as I stood there and stared.


  Anger was still a coiling live wire in my gut, but the sparks grew less intense with every strained heave that came from the bathroom. I braced my hands on the doorframe and stared down at him as he moaned into the toilet. When it was finally over, he pushed away from the porcelain bowl and collapsed on the floor with a whine. It was completely impossible to stay angry at him when he looked so miserable.


  I squatted down and put a hand on his damp hair. “Do you feel better?”


  “No,” he groaned. “I can’t tell if this is a hangover or seasickness. Or both.”


  Both seemed pretty likely given I’d never seen him with a hangover this bad. Even his pallor was off—he was completely ashen.


  “Are you done puking?”


  “I don’t know . . .”


  “Okay, well, I’m not leaving with you here on the floor, so—”


  “So I have to stay on the floor vomiting to prevent you from leaving?”


  I sealed my lips together and took a deep, calming breath. “No. I’m gonna go find you some ginger ale and maybe one of the gift shops has some shit for nausea.”


  David peered up at me through his hair. “You’re really coming back?”


  The doubt on his face killed me, and it was my own fault because I was the one who’d started to storm out of the room. There was so much push and pull between us that I couldn’t even figure out if I was wrong or if he was wrong, or if I’d screwed up by getting so pissed when he’d shared his fears.


  “Of course I’m coming back. I was never . . . leaving for good. I just needed to think.”


  “Okay.”


  It looked like he wanted to say more, much more, but he wouldn’t. I wouldn’t either if I thought I’d get my ass chewed out over every statement.


  “Gimme a kiss,” I said.


  David cringed away. “No way, I just threw up.”


  I snorted and pressed a kiss to his lips. “How’re we gonna change each other’s diapers when we’re eighty if we can’t handle a little hangover mouth?”


  The smile that lit up David’s face let me know without a doubt that I’d finally said the right thing.
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  We stayed in bed for the entire day, and it was beautiful.


  It took a few hours and several pieces of cold toast for my stomach to settle, but even after I was capable of walking without keeling over, I stayed in bed with Raymond and the television. The satellite didn’t offer much, so we made the rounds of Animal Planet, Turner Classic Movies, and Cartoon Network in random intervals while snuggling and taking chances on the room service.


  Three times someone knocked on our door, and three times we exchanged looks before pulling the blankets over our heads and snickering to each other like children. Other people meant activities, and activities meant bursting this peaceful little bubble we’d managed to maintain despite the turmoil of the previous day. It wasn’t until Michael called to us through the door that Raymond finally got out of bed.


  “So you didn’t push each other overboard,” Michael noted. “People had begun to wonder.”


  “Make sure you announce that breaking news, Nancy Grace.”


  Michael stared flatly at his brother before turning to me. “Hungover?”


  “The worst kind. Ugh.” I pulled the blanket up to my chin. “I’ve never had one this bad before.”


  “It’s a sign of your old age,” Raymond said helpfully.


  “If you start talking about being old, there’s a chance I’ll be the one pushing you overboard,” Michael said. “I have seven years on you toddlers.”


  I snickered. “We’re not coming out tonight, FYI.”


  “Caleb was looking for you.”


  “Me?”


  Michael jerked his chin at Raymond. “Him. He said something about Raymond backing out on a deal.”


  “What deal?” I asked just as Raymond said, “Tell him I’m busy nursing David back to health.”


  “He has a hangover, not a war wound.”


  “Whatever. We’re busy.” Raymond started to slam the door in Michael’s face, but was halted by his brother’s foot wedging into the door.


  “Are you sure everything is all right?”


  “Yes, man. We just want to be alone.”


  “Good.”


  The door shut, and Raymond dropped onto the bed beside me once again.


  “Why were you so short with him? He’s just worried about us,” I said.


  “Yeah, he is now, but his bullshit with the house still has me tight.”


  I’d never been given the full, detailed explanation about whatever they were planning for the house, because Raymond skirted the issue whenever it came up. And if he didn’t want to tell me, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Not now anyway. Not when it had the very real possibility of spoiling his mood and ruining our last few hours of peace. I wanted him back in bed with me, not pacing the tiny space and cursing about whatever roadblocks Michael was throwing up when it came to their childhood home.


  “Come here.”


  The shadows were still gathered on Raymond’s face, but he slid back beneath the blanket and wrapped himself around me. One knee between my legs, strong arms around my waist, and his face pressed into my neck. I loved how warm he was and how good he smelled. I also loved the way his fingers dragged along my spine before sliding beneath the waistband of my briefs.


  “Mmm.” I pushed up against his bent knee. “I was starting to think you weren’t in the mood.”


  “I’m always in the mood,” he rumbled. “But I was trying to be considerate since you weren’t feeling good.”


  “Such a sweetheart.”


  “Ha. Yeah right.” Raymond’s hand slid fully into my underwear. He palmed my ass. “You know what I was thinking last night?”


  “Um, that your boyfriend is a hot mess who should never drink again?”


  Raymond’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “Besides that.” His fingers dug into one of my plump cheeks. “I was thinking about how you’ve never once shaken these cakes for me the way you were doing for random onlookers.”


  “That’s what you were thinking about?”


  “Fuck yeah, it crossed my mind. You were sexy as hell.”


  I felt Raymond’s dick nudging against me and had to reevaluate everything that had been going through my mind all morning. For hours I’d agonized about what he and everyone else must have thought of me, even though he’d been nice and understanding about the spectacle I’d made of myself. But he’d been more focused on my fat ass? Amazing.


  “Well . . . I’d dance for you however you wanted if you actually got on the dance floor with me. And don’t say you don’t dance.”


  “I do dance. I like it.”


  “You’re certainly good at it,” I said. “I bet you had a ton of club hookups before we got together, didn’t you?”


  Raymond scoffed. “You think I had way more game than I had.”


  “You don’t need game with a face like yours.”


  “Yeah, you do. And a desire to charm a stranger long enough to get them to come home with me.”


  “Go home?” I wrinkled my nose. “I was thinking about a bathroom hookup.”


  Again, Raymond started laughing. “Jesus Christ, David. You make me feel like a good little Catholic boy. I’ve literally never fucked anyone in a club bathroom.”


  “Never?”


  “Nah. I’ve had a few one-night stands in my lifetime, but usually I hooked up with people I already knew. And even then it was like . . . circumstances, not me hitting on them and charming them into my bedroom, you know?”


  I vaguely remembered this coming up in the past, but I’d completely forgotten.


  “Okay, back up. How did you and Steph first hook up? You’re telling me she made the first move?”


  “Yup. We were like fifteen. She wanted someone to practice with, and she knew I was too apathetic to fall for her.”


  A laugh bubbled up in my throat. “Practice what?”


  He shrugged. “I dunno. First kissing, then fooling around, then fucking. She’s prob the only reason I’m such a pro at using my dick, to be honest. You should send her a thank-you note.”


  “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” I bumped my hips against his and grinned when his gaze became hooded. “What about Crystal?”


  “Heh. We hooked up for the first time when she was in college.”


  “Did you pursue her?”


  “Nah. We knew each other since we were kids, but we didn’t fuck around until she started going to school out in Long Island. I was the only one she knew with a reliable car, so I’d go pick her up every weekend to come home. We wound up hanging out a lot on our own. Before that, we mostly saw each other when we were with a big group.”


  “Did you make a move first?”


  Again, Raymond shook his head. Was I the only person he’d ever outright pursued? The possibility sent warmth shooting through my body. I snuggled closer to him and hid my grin by pressing my mouth against his broad shoulder.


  “She randomly kissed me when we were saying good-bye one day, and we ended up fucking around. She’s pretty and what not, but it’s not like I go around hitting on every female just because they look good. All my other friends acted like that, and it made me cringe. Half the girls from the block couldn’t even walk through the park without getting screamed at by like five heads.”


  “You’re such a good guy.”


  He rolled his eyes. “No. I’m just not a scumbag.”


  I was probably automatically biased against cis heterosexual males, given how they’d treated me and my female friends in high school, but even without my distrust for most men, I knew I’d still think Raymond was a good guy. Always going out of his way to help his friends even though he pretended to be put out by it, and always weighing how his actions would affect the people around him. Most people I knew acted purely on impulse.


  “I don’t care what you say. You’re wonderful.”


  “You’re not so bad yourself.”


  “I’m not like you,” I said. “I don’t think things through, and I have unrealistic expectations most of the time.”


  “Maybe, but at least you own up to it and try to be better.” Raymond’s lips pressed together, and he inched away. “And you’re honest.”


  “I try to be.”


  A heaviness settled between us, and I wasn’t sure why, but I knew there was something going through his mind that he wasn’t sharing with me.


  “Are we going to the second dinner tonight?”


  He frowned. “Do we have to?”


  “Definitely not.” I kissed the tip of his nose. “I’d rather stay here and fuck and eat and watch Meerkat Manor. We’ll have plenty of action tomorrow once we dock in St. Thomas.”


  “Sounds good. I’m ready for the beach.”


  “And some adventure?”


  “David, the last thing we need is more excitement. Trust me.”
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  “We’re only gonna be here until five.”


  “You’ve said that three times now.”


  Raymond hooked his thumbs around the straps of his backpack and took in our surroundings. Downtown Charlotte Amalie was almost exactly as I’d imagined—short, colorful buildings with clapboard shutters adorning the windows; narrow cobblestone sidewalks; and a bustling city vibe despite the mountains and beaches that surrounded it.


  “In about six hours,” Raymond tried again, “the ship heads over to St. John. You really think we have time to pack in an entire historical tour, parasailing, and a trip to some secret beach?”


  “If we’re organized, we totally can,” I insisted. “Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?”


  “I left it in my other swim trunks.” It would have been funny if he wasn’t staring at me with half-annoyance and half-skepticism. “I really thought we were just going to lay out on the beach, swim, and chill with some drinks.”


  “I thought you didn’t want me to drink!”


  “We can drink without you getting sloppy. A margarita or two while kicking it on white sand sounds pretty damn good to me.”


  “And we’re still going to do that!” I held up the brochure I’d procured from the excursions window on the cruise ship. “But there’s so much more to see than just the beach! The historical tour is—”


  “A walking tour. For three hours.”


  “Walking and driving,” I corrected. “We’ll make it back here by, like, twelve tops, then we can take a cab to Red Hook and go parasailing. It’s called Red Hook, Ray. It’s fate!” He stared at me, unmoved, so I continued. “Then we can walk over to Secret Harbor Beach, and be there by like two.”


  “And then beat it back here by four thirty,” Raymond said. “That’s cutting it really close, and you know it.”


  “So? It will be fun! We can spend tomorrow laying out on the beach, if you want. I promise.”


  “Yeah, right. You’ll find some other tour. It will probably require climbing mountains or riding around on one of those stupid one-wheeled scooter things.”


  “I’m not that embarrassingly white, okay? I found a rollerblade tour. We get to keep the fanny packs they hand out as a souvenir.” My lips twitched when he stared at me with a look of complete horror. “I’m kidding! Jeez.”


  “You are a terrible person.”


  “And you’re a miserable one! Can we just have fun without you worrying about timing?” I grabbed his hand, tried to ignore the way he almost jerked away by default, and dragged him across the street. “I’m supposed to be the high-strung one.”


  “Yeah, well, I learned from the best.”


  I counted it as a small victory that Raymond slid our fingers together as we approached the tour group I’d booked the week prior. My internal overjoyed jig intensified once we boarded the small bus with the twenty other tourists, and he kept his arm draped around me the entire time. Was it pathetic that such minor things could make my heart swell to triple the size? Especially when it was like we’d gone back in time, pre-experimentation, when I’d thought his responsiveness to my touches had merely been him humoring me.


  I was fairly certain I wasn’t still supposed to be internally begging for scraps of affection from him when out in the world, but . . . we could deal with that later.


  Fighting in paradise would be a new low for us. An even bigger milestone of fuckery than arguing before seven in the morning. It was becoming increasingly clear that we hadn’t yet escaped the thorny brambles of our differences, but . . . I also knew that talking about it every day would do nothing but drive him away.


  The historical tour wound up being closer to three and a half hours, but by the end, Raymond was so enraptured that he didn’t notice the time. He seemed to truly enjoy the tour guide’s often over-the-top narrative, hokey voices included, because the history of the island was so rich. I couldn’t wait to tell Michael that his brother had willingly participated in lengthy historical conversations with strangers. Especially since Raymond had proudly informed said strangers that his older brother was the one who’d first taught him about colonialism and its impact on the Caribbean.


  “You’re adorable,” I said once we’d returned to the downtown area. “Seeing you geek out gets me so hard.”


  “Yeah?” Raymond made as if to grab my dick, and I evaded. “We should go back to the boat and get it in for a few.”


  “No! We are going parasailing, and then getting tan.”


  “We can get tan on the ship,” Raymond said. “Come on. Please?”


  “We have all night!”


  “But I want you now.”


  “What do you want me for?”


  “Intense, raw flip fucking.”


  If the low growl of his voice hadn’t caused my mouth to go dry, it would have been his smoldering heavy-lidded eyes. I loved the way Raymond looked at me.


  “We’ll be quick,” I said. “Fifteen minutes.”


  “Thirty.”


  “Let’s go.”
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  It became clear that we would be longer than thirty minutes as soon as we entered our cabin and Raymond spun us around to back me up against the door. The bed was less than four steps away, but Raymond clearly wasn’t in the mood for a quickie. As his lips moved against mine and our board shorts acted as a thin barrier between our dicks, he ground up against me and fucked my mouth with his tongue as if this was his first taste of me.


  I moaned against him, and enjoyed the tease of our grinding hips as he pinned my arms above my head to prevent me from twisting away. There were times when I thought he liked this pseudo roleplay—pretending that we could do nothing but rub and touch and kiss without getting any further even though I was aching for him to be inside me. But I didn’t urge him to get moving. It was too good when he took his time unraveling me to the point of my body trembling when our clothes were finally off and our skin was touching.


  It was no different now. Once he reversed our positions and backed me toward the bed, I was panting and moaning. Begging him to take pity on me and take off his clothes. Let me see that beautiful body and worship that perfect cock. Or at least let me touch it.


  A day didn’t pass without me craving Raymond, but it turned into an aching void that needed to be filled on days like today. Days when the love between us swelled and swelled until I needed to touch him, kiss him, and fuck him to express just how goddamn thankful I was to have him in my life.


  Those things slipped from between my lips and filled the spaces between harsh gasps and deep groans. My “I love you’s” and pleas for more were alternatingly loud and strained as I sat astride him and rode his dick. The nonsense words didn’t stop until he was angling so deep I could do nothing but pant harshly as sweat dripped from my body to dampen the bed.


  I was nearly delirious from the constant nudging of my prostate by the time he burst inside of me, and I came within seconds of shoving my own dick within the tight ring of his ass. I knew he liked being dicked out just as much as I did sometimes, but the feel of him clenching around me was too much to bear.


  “How’d we do?” I gasped once I’d pulled out of him and sprawled on his now prone form.


  Raymond looked up with a grunt and squinted at his watch. “Thirty-eight minutes.”


  “Shit. The plan was to be back on the dock within thirty!”


  “Well, that plan was a failure.”


  “Ugh.” I rolled over and flopped on my back. With my body sated and worn, and the room hot and musky from our sweat, the idea of getting dressed again was a nightmare. “We are the worst.”


  Raymond started laughing.


  “It’s not funny!” I nudged his shoulder, but couldn’t fight my own smile. “You’re just as bad as me. Lazy as hell after sex. I just want to lie here and cuddle.”


  “What’s so wrong with that?”


  “We’re on a beautiful island!”


  “We saw the entire thing earlier. Technically, we’re on the ship.”


  I glared at him. “We cannot spend another day vegging out.”


  Raymond rolled on his side and gazed at me with his beautiful brown eyes. “Please, baby? We can do whatever you want tomorrow. I just want to take a nap with you right now.”


  Kryptonite.


  “Oh my God, fine.”


  The grin on his face made the decision worth it, especially when he wrapped his long, strong arms around me. There were times when I’d forgotten how our attraction had initially burned slow and hot after months of mutual affection, but when Raymond acted like this, it all came flooding back. The tingles, the helplessly wide smiles, and the warm rush of adoration.


  “Why can’t it always be like this?”


  Raymond squeezed me tighter. He rubbed his nose against me and inhaled. “It used to be, when it was just you and me, and not you, me, multiple jobs, tenure binders, vandalized houses, and night school. We don’t have time to . . . enjoy each other anymore. Does that make sense?”


  “Yes. When we see each other now, all we do is talk or argue about all the things that are wrong.”


  “Yeah, and it sucks.” He stopped nuzzling me and tilted his head back to meet my gaze. “Sometimes I just wish you’d tell yourself that it will get better.”


  I started to speak and hesitated. Did I really want to turn this beautiful afternoon into yet another argument about our future? I didn’t, but he was looking at me encouragingly, so I forged ahead. “It’s not that I don’t believe in us. It’s that I’ve already been through a relationship that soured after constant fighting and picking. Just because it’s so sweet between us sometimes doesn’t mean it can’t spoil, and that’s my biggest fear. Fragments of happiness that we have to literally fight for every single day.”


  For a moment, I thought he’d argue with me. Call me a fair-weather lover and reference the people he knew who’d been through worse and still come out strong. But he didn’t. He nodded slowly and dropped his eyes.


  “We can find our way back to how we were before all this shit started,” he said quietly. “If you give me time.”


  “Time for which thing? Your schedule to change? You to stop hiding me? There’s . . . not just one thing.”


  “On both of our parts,” he said pointedly.


  “I know.”


  Raymond brushed a kiss to my lips. “Can we make a deal?”


  “Depends on the deal.”


  “Promise to give me time, and I’ll promise to actually listen to what you say to me instead of getting so damn defensive right off the bat. And we call this trip a start from scratch.”


  He was so earnest that I hated to be skeptical, but I couldn’t help it. We were breathlessly happy right now in this moment, but I still wasn’t sure if it would only be this moment. And even if the rest of the cruise was as magical as our day together had been, could a promise made in paradise really withstand the ugly reality once we were back in New York?


  I didn’t know, but I wanted it to be true so badly that I found myself nodding.


  “I promise,” I said. “But we need to seal it with a pinkie swear.”


  “Fuck all that shit. I’ll seal it by railing you again.”


  Laughing, I allowed him to straddle me and pin me to the bed between his knees. “Already?”


  “I’m always ready for you.”


  Raymond leaned down to kiss me, and his hair hung around our faces like a curtain that blocked out the rest of the world.
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  David: Thai or pizza?


  Raymond: You pick


  David: Hmm okay. I’ll pick it up after work :)


  Raymond: Might be late


  David: . . . Why? You don’t have school/don’t have to be on the docks.


  Raymond: I gotta go to queens real quick to meet a contractor. Won’t be long. Promise.


  David: Ok


  I hoped he’d remember the promise we’d made on the ship, but the one-word response I received basically spelled out his disappointment. It didn’t help that he was already questioning why I was lagging on giving my notice at LLS. I’d told him I was holding off until I trained a new employee, which was true since Viktor had gone on one of his firing rampages while I was gone, but constantly omitting the truth was starting to make me feel like shit. But it’d been two weeks since the cruise, and I was terrified of ruining our valiant efforts to bounce back to normal by breaking the news that I wouldn’t be leaving for the foreseeable future.


  “Fuck.”


  “Problem, Raymond?”


  Oh great. Viktor had a knack for coming up behind me like an intensely creepy spy and finding opportune moments to chastise me. I had the feeling he was frustrated over not yet being able to find a real reason to get rid of me. And I was frustrated I couldn’t get rid of him. The last thing I wanted to do was while away more pointless hours at this dull-ass job, but quitting still wasn’t an option until we sold the house. Michael had finally agreed to renovate it in order to get a fat return on our mother’s investment, but it would take a lot of time and money to get to that point.


  Which I would hopefully be finding out today.


  “Keeping busy?”


  I tilted my chair backwards and met Viktor’s milky eyes. “Keeping real busy. The busiest. Especially since Marcus was randomly fired while I was gone, and now I have to train a new person.”


  The sociopath didn’t even blink. “How was your vacation? Must have been nice to take an entire week off.”


  “The nicest.” We stared at each other, and on impulse, I blurted, “My boyfriend and I had such a great time parasailing in St. John that we missed our cruise ship departure. Had to find a random hotel and take a ferry to Tortola.”


  Viktor’s mouth dropped, and I instantly regretted saying a word. I’d wanted a reaction out of him, and now . . . I’d just have to deal with even more of his bullshit before escaping this shithole. This was exactly why I kept my business to myself.


  “You’re gay too?” A smile spread across his face. “I had no idea!”


  Oh, good God.


  “I’m bisexual. So.”


  “You’re still family.” The smile got wider. “How long have you and your partner been together?”


  “Like . . . a year and a half.”


  “How exciting! You two should have dinner with Evan and I some time.”


  I was in a hell of my own fucking design.


  “I don’t really do that type of thing.”


  Viktor’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t eat dinner?”


  “I don’t eat dinner . . . with my boss.”


  His back straightened. “I see.”


  Great, now he was pissed. Just what I needed. Another reason for his spiteful ass to plot against me. LLS employees reached their expiration date around the six-month mark, and I was long overdue. The only reason I hadn’t been canned yet was because I toed the line just enough to not give him a reason, and because I had perfect attendance. Every time I considered skipping a day, I’d have memories of my mother dragging herself to work and school even when sick and going out into a damn rain storm.


  “Well,” he said, gaze flicking over me after I failed to respond. “You’re probably right. There wouldn’t be much for us to talk about.”


  “Why’s that, Vik?”


  “We wouldn’t have much in common.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “We come from different worlds.”


  “Uh-huh.” This motherfucker right here. “Thanks for the chat, Vik. But I have stuff to do.”


  He stared at me, clearly trying to figure out what I’d inferred from his shitty words, and likely trying to find a way to put the blame on me for being offensive. After a minute of me staring at my computer without speaking, he gave up and walked away. But he didn’t have to say anything more. He’d either meant race or my upbringing—either way it cemented my hatred of him. Not that it mattered. I was still stuck here, and I was still working for him.
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  Caleb shot me a text message as I was getting on the subway to head to Queens from Manhattan, reminding me about the QFindr promotion, but I was fresh out of fucks for stuck-up white people and couldn’t be bothered to reply.


  It was a relief to meet Trey at the house in Queens. As soon as I found him on the stoop, I unloaded about Viktor and ended up going into what had happened last time I’d come to Queens, and mentioned the incident on the airplane as well. By the time I finished, an hour had passed and we’d shared two cigarettes without even stepping foot inside or discussing his contractor cousin.


  “I don’t know how you do it,” he said. “I don’t know how you hold back.”


  “Because I’m always trapped and put in the position of having no choice. All of this with the house is just making it worse, man.”


  He clapped me on the shoulder, then rubbed. “Well, that I can help you with. I asked my cousin to come through tonight but he was at a job, so he asked us to take as many pictures as we can so he can get you a quote. Even if you don’t wanna use him, at least you’ll have a ballpark figure to start out with.”


  “Good. That’s what I need to know to figure out how long I need to stay at that fucking job.” I stood up. “I appreciate it.”


  “Don’t mention it, kid. Any time you need me, just call.”


  Part of me wondered what he gained from helping me, but I was too grateful to question it. It was nice for this one thing to be straightforward, even if it was just the first step in a long process.


  We went through the house, turning on every light and taking pictures with my phone. I regretted not borrowing David’s camera, but the megapixels in my phone would have to do. It took well over an hour to go room-by-room and capture all the damage. By the time we were done, my text messages were blowing up with demands to know what was taking me so long and warnings that David was going to give up on waiting for me and meet some friends at a Mexican restaurant up the block for a drink.


  “What’s wrong?” Trey asked as I locked up. “The boyfriend?”


  “Something like that.” He didn’t need to know about my rising aggravation at the notion of David coming home tipsy and belligerent. “Can I email him the pictures?”


  Trey grimaced. “Trying to contact him online is like asking an eighty-year-old to hit you up on Twitter. There’s a reason all his customers come from word of mouth.”


  Okay, this made more sense now. He wasn’t just doing me a solid—he was getting his cousin a customer. It settled the lingering wariness at all of this unsolicited help.


  “No problem. I’ll send them to you.”


  “Perfect.”


  “Bet.” I followed him to his car. “Let’s go.”


  “Would you mind if I stop by your place before I head to Red Hook? I need to change before work, and don’t really want to drive all the way back to the other side of Brooklyn in that fucking traffic.”


  I hesitated, the gears in my head spinning. David wouldn’t like it. In fact, he’d hate it. But how could I say no to someone who was trying to do me a favor? Especially about using my bathroom for five minutes.


  “Okay,” I said finally.


  “You sure your man is cool with me coming by?”


  “It’s fine,” I said, jerking open the passenger door of his car. “Let’s just make it quick.”
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  Raymond should have been home by six o’clock, so I’d ordered Thai, rented a movie from Redbox, and planned how the night would go. Dinner, movie, and lots of sex. It was a pretty simple approach to date night, but I knew he’d appreciate it.


  Except he didn’t show up. Not at six. Not at seven. By the time the sun began to set, I was pacing the apartment and working myself up into such a defeated rage that I knew I had to get out. For my own sanity. Especially because he wasn’t replying to my messages. I knew I was overreacting, but after everything we’d talked about, it felt like the ultimate dismissal.


  So I left the apartment, called a couple of my coworkers who’d gone to a Mexican restaurant for happy hour, and met them on Fifth Avenue. Two margarita pitchers later, I was sloshed. Drunk at eight o’clock was a problem for several reasons, but the top one was that I really needed to put the finishing touches on my tenure binder so I could submit it tomorrow. I’d planned to poke at it before bed, but now I would be way too drunk to focus on it. God. I’d really screwed myself.


  With my jacket sliding down my shoulders, I stumbled up the stairs of our building. It was a struggle to get my keys out of my pocket, but I unlocked the door and burst in to the sounds of two male voices. One of which . . .


  Oh hell no.


  Nearly tripping over my backpack and messenger bag that I’d earlier ditched by the front door, I bypassed the kitchen and stopped in the archway leading to the living room.


  Motherfucking Trey Coleman was coming out of my bathroom.


  “Why are you here?”


  Trey turned to me, and I instantly felt unattractive and sloppy in my margarita-spattered polo. The guy looked like he could be cast in Sons of Anarchy and fit in perfectly amongst the other beautiful men who wore leather and totally got away with it.


  “Raymond invited me.”


  “Where is Raymond?”


  “In the other room.”


  Trey made a big show of fixing his belt buckle. He was also giving me this scrutinizing up-and-down stare that he hadn’t hit me with before. It reminded me of the way Caleb and Raymond had sized each other up after meeting for the first time. I had to swallow the urge to beat the shit out of him. Or, considering he had fifty pounds of muscle on me, make a valiant attempt to moderately injure him.


  My lip curled. I was so onto this bastard.


  “It’s super obvious that you want to fuck my boyfriend, so why don’t you just do us both a favor and traipse your Sons of Anarchy ass out of my apartment.”


  Trey kept eyeballing me. “You been drinking?”


  “It’s really none of your business if I’ve been drinking, is it?” I hated the way my words blended together when I was drunk. Newborns could likely identify me as the first alcohol-steeped human they’d ever seen. “The point is, maybe Ray is oblivious to your flirtatious crap, but I know a closet homo when I see one, and you’re one of them, stud. So you can take your leather jacket and your Harley Davidson boots—which you’re supposed to take off at the door—out of my apartment and go back to the pier to do some longshoreman shit far, far away from my man.”


  Trey failed to fight a smile, and I wanted to murder him.


  “You think I’m joking?”


  “No.” Trey crossed the room so he was towering over me. I didn’t think he was trying to intimidate me, but he was definitely winning all of the cool and sexy points while I was a hot, sweaty ball of rage. “I just think you should calm down before you start problems.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Trey studied me, but while he was considering his answer, Raymond appeared in the room.


  “What—” After taking one look at me, Raymond took a slow, even breath. “Look, Trey’s leaving. We went to look at the house together, and he needed a place to get ready for work.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “His cousin’s a contractor. He’s giving me an estimate for repairing the old house. Trey’s been here for like five minutes. That’s the only reason he’s here.”


  “Sure. Of course that’s the only reason he’s here.” I sent Trey another scathing glare. “And not because he wants to sleep with you. Which he didn’t deny, by the way.”


  The look of horror that washed over Raymond’s face was closely followed by an expression so pissed off that I should have retracted the statement. I wasn’t far gone enough to be oblivious to the fact that I was embarrassing him and airing my own insecurities in front of them both—and likely giving Trey a bunch of ammo against me. But the filter had fallen away and everything was spewing out. I couldn’t take it back because it was true.


  “He told me to take my Sons of Anarchy ass out of his apartment,” Trey supplied helpfully. “I think he’s drunk.”


  “Yeah, of course he fucking is.” Raymond’s jaw clenched. “Had to hit up Maria’s with your lush friends again, huh?”


  “My friends may be lushes, but at least they’re not secretly planning to seduce me.”


  Raymond jerked his chin at Trey. “You need to go.”


  “No problem.” Trey nodded at me, still discreetly smirking. “Nice to see you again, David.”


  “Fuck you.”


  To Raymond’s credit, he didn’t say a word until the front door slammed and a couple of minutes had past. We stared at each other, equally irate, and me feeling so goddamn hurt and angry that I was shaking. Was I overreacting? Impossible to tell while drunk. But there were too many things wrong with this situation for me to simply write it off as me being jealous and dramatic.


  “After all that stuff with Caleb,” I said. “With you getting in a fistfight with him because he was in our apartment, you thought it was okay for Trey to come over?”


  “Wow.” Raymond bridged the gap between us. “You were with Caleb for two years and he still wanted you. He said he still wanted you. How are you comparing that to a coworker getting me a free estimate on house repairs? I’m hoping he can get me a deal.”


  “Yeah, I bet.”


  “David, I’m warning you now. This isn’t the day for your bullshit.”


  “Yeah, my bullshit. It’s always me. It’s not the fact that you broke your promise to me to do better—”


  “I’m doing everything I ca—”


  “—it’s that you disrespect my wishes by bringing some guy in my house when we’ve fought over him before. You’ve got it in your head that I’m a hysterical, whining, nagging bitch, and everything I do or say is automatically disregarded!”


  “He wasn’t staying!”


  “He shouldn’t have been here at all.” My voice rose to glass-shattering levels. “I’m so sick of this.”


  “Yeah?” Raymond grabbed my shoulders and leaned in. “You know what I’m sick of? You getting drunk every time you have a bad day. And then you get all jealous and psychotic like a Taylor Swift video.”


  “I don’t even like Taylor Swift.”


  A hysterical, disbelieving laugh escaped him. “You’re so drunk you don’t hear how stupid you sound. Like all of that Sons of Anarchy shit. What was that?”


  “I’m—” What could I say? There was nothing. He was right. I was drunk, and I was being stupid, and even so . . . I couldn’t ignore the anger coursing through me. I couldn’t ignore the fact that we were, once again, back at square one. “I’m so done with this.”


  Raymond’s eyes went wide. “You’re the one that’s fed up? I’m the one taking on more than I had before because of the house, and now I have to stay at a goddamn job with a boss who hates me just so I can pay for it. And you’re done?”


  There was so much to unpack in his rant that it blended together in my mind until I managed to pick out the important bit.


  “You’re not quitting LLS?”


  And just like that, Raymond deflated. “I can’t afford to pay the mortgage on the house and pay half of the repairs without it, and I can’t ask Michael and Nunzio to put in more than they’ve agreed to when they’re planning a wedding.”


  “So . . . this isn’t going to end.”


  He took a hesitant step forward. “David—”


  I backed up. “How long have you known this?”


  “David, just stop, okay? There’s nothing I can do.”


  “How long have you fucking known this?” My voice went so high that it must have penetrated the flimsy walls. “Did you know when we called our truce on the cruise?” The way his eyes flickered down said it all, but I went on desperately hoping it wasn’t true. “When we made all of those promises to each other to work on our relationship and find our way back to the way it used to be? You knew it wasn’t going to happen?”


  “It can happen,” he said sharply. “If you’d just give me some time—”


  “No! Fuck this, Raymond. And fuck you for lying to me.”


  “I didn’t lie.” He grabbed my arm as I started to twist away, his fingers digging in with a near painful desperation. “It will just be for a few more months.”


  “And you think we’re going to be able to make it like this for that long? Goddamn it, Raymond, we’ve already been going at it and we haven’t been back from the cruise for two weeks!”


  “Because you never get off my back!” he exploded again. “I’m so sick of you not realizing how hard I’m trying.”


  I wound myself away from his hands and moved toward the door. “Just forget it, Raymond. I’m wrong. You’re right. I’m a psycho, and you’re just perfect and doing everything you can to make this work. That’s how it always goes, right?”


  “No, that’s not how it always goes, but yeah, this time, that sounds about right.” He followed me, his long legs allowing him to easily catch up to me. “Where the fuck are you going?”


  “Away.” My backpack felt heavier when I shrugged it on, but maybe that was because my colossal mass of ungraded work and folders were combining with the total weight of my regret. “I can’t be here right now.”


  Raymond grabbed the strap of my messenger bag before I could sling it over my shoulder. “You’re not going.”


  “You can’t stop me.” I tugged on the strap. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t give. “Let go, Raymond.”


  “No. You ain’t going nowhere until you talk to me.”


  “I don’t want to talk to you!” I was yelling again. “You made me believe there was hope for us, and now I know there’s a big chance this is going to fall apart because we’re going to spend the next few months doing exactly what we’re doing right now.” My voice was thickening with a growing knot of defeat and hopelessness. I wanted to swallow it, to push those things down, but I couldn’t. I was tired of fighting for something I would never have—whether that was his attention, his time, or just being his priority. “Arguing about work or school, promising things will be better and it never happening, and me being insecure because I keep expecting you to find someone less needy and demanding. Someone you have more in common with—like Trey. Because that’s what this is about, Raymond. It’s not just . . . me looking for a reason to argue or be jealous, like you think. I know there are parts of you that would fit better with him than you do with me, and it kills me.”


  Raymond flinched. “That’s not true. And even if you think things won’t get better, I know they will. On the cruise—”


  “Yeah,” I said. “We were great on the cruise because we were spending time together the way we used to and fucking every two hours, but that’s all a fantasy now.”


  I yanked on the strap with more force, but this time, Raymond let it go. Before I could think or react, the bag flipped backward and slammed into the metal door behind me with a violent bang. My heart dropped.


  “Oh no.”


  “What?” Raymond demanded.


  Ignoring him, I cradled the bag to my chest and ran back to the living room where I knelt on the rug. Every nightmare-inducing fear was being realized right now, and all I could do was remove my laptop with shaking hands.


  “David, what’s wrong?” Now Raymond sounded worried. “What happened?”


  As soon as my laptop was out of the bag, I knew serious damage had been done. The side that had collided with the door was completely bent. Once I gingerly opened it, I saw the screen was cracked as well.


  “Oh shit.”


  I stared at the device without speaking.


  “Fuck, David. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  That dream came back to me—the one where pages and pages of paper had fluttered in the air like I’d used my data for a ticker tape parade, and then that hateful red screen of death. Had it been a premonition?


  Raymond squatted beside me, his face stricken. “I’ll get you another one, okay? I’ll go now and get one.”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  He grabbed my hand and squeezed as he searched my face for . . . something. “It does matter. I know you practically live on that thing for work. Just come with me to the Apple store, and I’ll buy you a new one. A better one.”


  “Raymond . . .”


  “Or just stay here and wait for me, okay? I’ll fix this shit, I promise.”


  With each word he said, the blanket of calm that had covered me began to recede. My breathing picked up as my heart raced.


  “It’s due tomorrow. My tenure binder. I wasn’t finished yet . . .”


  Raymond opened and closed his mouth twice before his shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, David.”


  “It doesn’t matter anymore.” There was no calm left, and burning tears filled my eyes. “I can’t do this anymore.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This,” I said, voice strained. “Us. I can’t do it anymore.”


  “That’s not true.” Raymond grabbed for me again, but I scooted out of reach. “We’re good together. Don’t make it out like this is all some fucking disaster when you know—”


  “I don’t know anything! I know we used to be good together, but as soon as our cozy bubble popped, everything changed, and now we can barely be in the same room without sniping and getting angry. And I can’t keep doing it.” My voice was thick as I choked out, “Can you please just go? Because if you don’t, I will.”


  The room was silent except for my pounding pulse and uneven gasps for breath. Everything was blurry and I turned away, not wanting him to see me falling apart, even though I was the one wrecking it all. Or maybe just coming to terms with how shitty it was? I couldn’t tell. I had no idea.


  I didn’t hear Raymond’s footsteps when he left the room, but the walls rattled when the front door slammed shut.
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  I went from distressed to angry as soon as I was in the hallway.


  People always told me to take deep, even breaths when I was a few seconds short of flipping out, but once I heard the locks click, all of the inner peace mumbo jumbo went out the window.


  I kicked the bottom of the door. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  No answer.


  Within the apartment, another door slammed shut. This time, I punched the door. Which was a bad move because it was metal.


  “Puñeta—” I cringed and cradled my fist to my chest. “David! You better stop this bullshit. If I leave, I ain’t coming back.”


  All I heard was my own voice echoing up and down the hallway. My neighbors’ apartments had gone conspicuously silent except for the old dude next door who was always all up in our business. I couldn’t take the trash out without him commenting on the hipsters who required us to have four different types of recycling these days. Except he was too old to know what a hipster was, so he just called them gringos.


  On cue, he poked his head out of his door and glared at me. “¡Cálmate, Raymond!”


  My sneer hadn’t prompted him to back off on any other day, and it definitely didn’t work now. “Mind your business, pops.”


  He raised my sneer with a snarl of his own before jutting his chin at the door behind me. “Ya basta, o esos gringos van a llamar a la policía.”


  One glance over my shoulder really did demonstrate the nosiness of a billion college kids packed into one mid-sized apartment. Two of the girls who lived there were peering out at me all concerned. They probably thought I was some asshole boyfriend ruining poor David’s life.


  If they did call the police, it would be a redux of the goddamn Caleb situation, and wouldn’t that be some shit? Another interaction with cops would push me over the edge. I couldn’t handle more assholes trying to find a reason to put me up against a wall or on the hood of their car. And I had even less left in me to go through the process of filing a complaint while knowing nothing would ever change or be done about it. Every part of that potential shit-show would just suck more and more of my positivity and optimism away until there was nothing left but a void.


  “Hey!” I barked. “Mind your neck, because this doesn’t have shit to do with you.”


  “Um—” One of the girls fled, but the other stared bravely out through the crack in the door. “Is David okay?”


  Wow, these people really assumed I was some kind of maniac, didn’t they?


  It was easier to turn away and stride down the stairs than to stand there and beg to be let in my own apartment in front of an audience. Especially an audience that had immediately painted me as a violent monster. It wasn’t the first time living in such close quarters with a bunch of other people had been a source of embarrassment, but it was the first time I had the reaction of wanting to leave and not come back.


  The blast of cool air that hit my face once I stepped out onto the stoop was more than welcome. Hot under the collar didn’t begin to describe it. I was practically trembling with a combination of fear and anger. And I had no idea what to do, so I sat on one of the steps with my shoulders hunched and my face in my hands, and replayed the past several minutes.


  How had it come this far?


  We’d argued over Trey before, but it had never hit this level. I’d never expected David to get in the guy’s face and curse him out, or I wouldn’t have brought him over. I’d half thought the whole jealousy thing wasn’t serious—just another toothpick he used to poke at me once we were already knee-deep in a petty argument. It seemed so senseless, and yet Trey’s presence had started this complete downward spiral that had ended with . . . me blurting out something I should have told David two weeks ago.


  But how could he have kicked me out? Where was I supposed to go?


  I had a sudden and intense urge to call Michael or Nunzio, but I didn’t. This was my problem, not theirs, and I needed to get out of the habit of looking for a grown-up whenever things went wrong. I’d made this mess and I’d fix it. Somehow.


  With unsteady hands, I yanked my phone out of my pocket and called David. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t pick up. He was probably sobbing over his computer and his tenure binder while I sat down here and sulked like an asshole. I’d really screwed up this time. If he didn’t get tenure because of me, I was pretty sure our entire relationship would crash and burn. He would never forgive me, and I wouldn’t blame him.


  And with that, panic set in.


  My first instinct was to run back upstairs and beg for him to open the door. Give me a chance to plead for forgiveness. But I knew David well enough to know all that would do is push him farther away. When he demanded space, he meant it.


  So I did the only thing I could do: thanked whatever higher power that I’d actually brought along my car key and walked away from our building.
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  “So, are you moving out?”


  I slumped lower on the couch and didn’t bother looking out from under the bill of my Yankees cap. When I’d left Sunset to take refuge at Chris’s apartment, I hadn’t anticipated barging in on an impromptu get-together of the entire crew. Chris, Sharky, Stephanie, and Tonya were all present and accounted for. As much as I loved them, I wasn’t in the frame of mind to spare anyone more than a few words.


  “Bro, you gonna need a place to crash?”


  “No.”


  “Is he gonna move out?”


  My fingers tightened around the phone as I glanced at the notifications. Nothing.


  “No.”


  “You’re gonna stay living together even while broken up?” Chris wondered. “That’s some War of the Roses shit right there.”


  The phone was going to crack beneath the pressure of my fingers. I knew it.


  “What if he starts fucking some—”


  “Chris!” Tonya’s throaty voice put an end to the rush of unwelcome words. “Shut the hell up already.”


  “Why?” he asked defensively. “I’m just trying to figure out if my dude is going to stay with me in the long term.”


  “There’s better ways to go about it, Christopher.”


  “Yeah, well, me and tact haven’t done the horizontal tango in a minute.”


  I swiped a finger over the screen and opened David’s last text message to me: Guess you’re not coming. This is me fucking giving up.


  There was a suspicious burning behind my eyes that felt horrifyingly like tears. Shifting on the couch, I cleared my throat and sucked in a shaky inhale. Everyone else grew quiet.


  “Welp. I’m going to get a beer.” Stephanie had always been the most observant in the crew. “Tonya, come help me find one.”


  Once their footsteps padded to the other room, I peeked out from beneath my hat and saw Chris staring at me with his lip caught between his teeth. The dude looked legitimately freaked out by the sight of his typically stone-faced motherfucker of a best friend falling to pieces.


  “Are you good, Ray?”


  “Nah, man. I’m not.”


  “Shit.” Chris hunched forward with his elbows braced on his knees. “Dude. You weren’t ever this stressed when you were messing with females.”


  Sharky released a low sigh, and I glared.


  “No, hear me out!” Chris nodded, face all earnest and intent and wanting to help, and making everything far worse. “You knew how to mack on a chick, right? You knew how to please them, but you have no idea what to do with a guy.”


  “It’s prob more like Ray doesn’t know what the fuck to do with anyone in a real relationship.”


  Oh good. Now Sharky was chiming in with the expert advice, making it two dudes who’d never had a girlfriend for longer than six minutes in their lives trying to tell me how to fix my broken relationship. Unless he and Stephanie were an actual thing now, and they were going to stop sneaking around and acting like no one noticed they were fucking.


  “Yeah, but it’s different with another man,” Chris argued. “In theory that shit sounds amazing.”


  Sharky raised an eyebrow. “You think so?”


  Chris flushed redder than David after a day at the beach. “Cállate, pendejo. You know what I mean.”


  “I do?”


  Chris looked around for something to throw at Sharky but came up short when the only things within reach were a few beer bottles and an Xbox controller. He sat up straight and sniffed. “Any-fucking-way. As I was saying, in theory banging another man would be like kicking it with your boys. But with butt sex.”


  “You sound mad gay right now,” Sharky advised.


  “Have an open mind and shut the hell up,” Chris said. “All I’m saying is, Ray probably thought it’d be simple, but David isn’t as simple as just hanging out with a buddy and then banging him after the game goes off. There’s way more to it.”


  In a weird way, that actually . . . made sense. And it made a lot of things David had said in the past couple of months click together. All of his insecurity had started at the same time as he’d realized that no one at either job or school—the things that had taken me away from him—would ever know that my boyfriend existed. That plus all of the other petty arguments, the sleeping in a different room, and the fact that there was no change coming in the near future, didn’t make our relationship seem like much of a partnership. We may as well still have been roommates who occasionally banged.


  No wonder he’d sat there comparing us to Nunzio and Michael.


  “Maybe this whole gay thing just ain’t working out for you, man.”


  And there went every fiber of Chris’s credibility.


  “I’m not gay, you dumbass. I’m bi. I appreciate dick and pussy. Is it that hard to understand?”


  “No, but it’s not like you ever even liked any dude besides David. How do you know you just aren’t, like, gay for him?”


  I sneered.


  “Bear with me for a minute!”


  “I’m gonna bear down and throw your ass out the window.”


  Chris clapped his hands. “Ay dios . . . Raymond, my man, just listen. Say a good-looking dude walked in, right?”


  “Right,” I said flatly.


  Chris jerked his chin at the lit portal leading to his tiny kitchen. “If some good-looking dude walked in right now, and you was on the rebound, would you try to fuck him or Stephanie?”


  “Stephanie.” In my peripheral vision, I observed Sharky’s head snap up and his eyes narrow. He looked between me and the kitchen. “But only because I already know her and she doesn’t expect me to talk.”


  Sharky visibly relaxed. He ran a hand through his dark-blond hair and reclined on the armchair. “Ray, if that’s your method of keeping people interested in your dick, I can’t blame David for kicking you out. There’s more to life than making someone come.”


  Truer words had never been spoken. It was pretty much exactly what David had said after the argument over our landlord.


  It was one of those moments of clarity where I should have jammed my thumb against his picture in order to call his phone another twenty times, but I couldn’t do it. How much was too much before he got sick of me trying to talk to him? What if my persistence drove him away? I had no idea what to do in this situation. Every time I tried to think back and figure out what the hell I’d done whenever Crystal had gotten pissed off enough to storm out of my house and ignore me for a few days, I came up short. That had rarely happened, and when it had, we’d forgotten about it within a couple of hours. She hadn’t expected much from me because it hadn’t been serious between us.


  I stood up, hands shoved in my pockets, and avoided looking my friends in the eyes. “Can I hang out in your room for a while?”


  “Yeah,” Chris said quickly. “Sure, bro. Do whatever.”


  “Thanks.”


  The twin weight of his and Sharky’s worried stares burned between my shoulder blades, but I ignored them and shut myself in his bedroom. It was small but nice, and he had a badass window that was wide enough for me to sit on the sill and press my face against the glass.


  The loss echoing in my chest was something I’d only felt after the deaths of my parents—this hollow hopeless sense of emptiness. What am I going to do? What will I do without you? The questions were resounding in my head and booming with too much bass in my ears, but I couldn’t make them stop. And I couldn’t stop the short harsh breaths that rushed out of me whenever I thought too hard on the what ifs.


  What if this was it? What if we’re really over? What if he doesn’t love me anymore? What if he’s tired of waiting for me to figure things out?


  “Fuck my life.”


  “No, thanks. I’ll stick to fucking actual people.”


  I started and looked over at Tonya with a furrowed brow. “I didn’t even hear you come in. Using your sneaky Marine shit on me?”


  “Yeah, we did a lot of training on how to get through slightly open doors stealthily.”


  “Smart-ass.”


  Tonya smirked. She sat on the edge of the bed and mirrored the pose I’d been in earlier: shoulders hunched forward with her elbows on her knees. It was a little spooky. But all our lives, people had commented on how alike we were. Everything from our attitudes to our mannerisms to our complexions and hair, although she seemed to be keeping hers in a short crew cut these days. She thought it, along with the tattoos and mean mug, made her look tough. And it did.


  “I’ve never seen you like this. Not with Crystal and not with Stephanie.”


  “Me and Stephanie were never a thing.”


  “Didn’t she take baby Ray’s virginity?”


  “Yeah. So?”


  “She taught you how to fuck, and for a while it seemed like you were pretty infatuated.”


  “I was infatuated with the sex, but it wasn’t like we was dating.”


  “Yeah right. Everyone’s in love with Stephanie.” Tonya sat up straight and pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. “Even Sharky and Chris.”


  Oh great. I’d just escaped the Nunzio-and-Michael drama of the century, and now I had all of my other friends mooning over each other. Lifestyles of the Pissed Off and Puerto Rican was a soap opera that needed to end. Like pronto. But knowing Tonya, this was all a clever plan to distract me. She wasn’t too good at the compassionate thing, so she just changed the subject and talked about something else. She’d been doing it since we were kids. I’d rock up to the handball court with bruises and red-ringed eyes, and she’d launch into a story about this one time she saw a raccoon at her abuela’s house by JFK airport. To a born-and-bred New Yorker, a raccoon was basically wildlife.


  “You jealous, T-bone?”


  She smirked. “Kinda. She is hot. I’d stick it to her myself if we didn’t spend so much time sharing a bed whenever I crash at her place. I don’t like having drama with friends.”


  “What about that girl on the cruise? Caleb’s sister.”


  “She’s out of my league.”


  “Oh please.”


  I went back to pressing my face against the glass and wondering what David was doing. If he was sitting in the middle of the living room while crying, I was going to hate myself so much. Just the idea of him being overwhelmed and alone made me want to cry myself.


  “I said it before and I’ll say it again, Ray—you’ve got it bad for that blanquito.”


  “A lot of good it’s doing me.”


  She snorted. “You thought being in love with a dude was going to improve your credit score or something? What good was it supposed to do?”


  “Gee, fuck, I dunno. Maybe like . . . being happy? Or just . . . sometimes being in a good mood? I know I’m reaching for a rocket ship to Mars with these outrageous suggestions and expectations, but not arguing every other day would have been a bang-up start to my first relationship.” The window gave off a dull thud when I slammed my forehead against it. “I fuck everything up.”


  “Were you really the one doing all the fucking up?”


  “We both did, but a lot of it is on me. I don’t treat him like . . . someone I want to spend my life with, but I don’t know how to fix that shit when I’m being torn in five different directions all the time. And I’m pretty sure he’s fed up.”


  Tonya sighed “You should probably just talk to him after he cools down. And don’t go over there screaming and punching shit, either.”


  “How’d you know I punched anything?”


  “Because I know you. And your knuckles are swollen.”


  That explained the stiffness and ache in my hand.


  “Just don’t let it turn into crap like it did with Crystal,” she added. “Everyone acted like she wasn’t important to you just because she made off with a cop.”


  “Hey.” I shot her a glare. “Be easy with that shit. I never acted like she wasn’t important.”


  “I know, asshole. If you let me finish my sentence, I might have a chance to say it.” Tonya returned my glare with a darker one of her own, rolled her eyes, and kept talking. “Anyways. I know for a damn fact you cared about that girl. And I know it’s killing both of you to be out of touch for so long. If you really love David, you won’t let him wander out of your life the way she did. Especially because you’re all crazy for him. Crazy enough to slam your head into a window.”


  “I’m hoping my head will go through the glass and I’ll be done with this shitty existence.”


  Another eye roll. This one matched with a flick of her fingers. “Aiight, drama boy. I’m gonna go see if Chris feels like driving me home. Try not to be a jackass when you call.”


  “I’ll take it into consideration.”


  Tonya ruffled my hair, dug her fingers in, and tilted my chin up. “Dame un besito.”


  I smiled faintly, turned my face up, and let her brush a kiss to my lips. “Love you, T-bone.”


  “Me too.” She released me and backed out of the room. “Remember. Don’t be an asshole.”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


  As soon as she was gone, I left the window sill to throw myself facedown on Chris’s bed. It smelled like him. Once upon a time, that would have got me going, but all I could do was think about how much I’d miss the bed I shared with David if he kicked me out for good. It was a reoccurring thought in my head, going round and round until I was worked up enough to believe it.


  The door to the apartment slammed shut, and as I lay with my face pressed into the pillow, I listened for sounds outside the bedroom door but heard nothing. For whatever reason, they’d all left. Probably to give my miserable ass some privacy. Or so Chris could wonder, out of earshot, where I’d sleep if I was out of the apartment in Sunset Park for the long run.


  A bolt of panic exploded in my gut, and tendrils of it worked through my nervous system until my hands were shaking and sweat was beading at my temples. It was enough to cause me to rip the phone out of my pocket and try calling David again. It rang five times before he picked up.


  “Hey.”


  Instead of feeling relief, the trembling worsened. I cleared my throat. “You okay?”


  I could almost hear David shrug. “I don’t know what I am.”


  Stilted silence followed his dull statement.


  “Please talk to me, David. I’m sorry.”


  “I know you are. And I’m sorry about the Trey thing, but . . . seeing him with you after we had plans triggered me really bad. And then the LLS thing was just the straw breaking the camel’s back.”


  “Wait, so you’re saying we’re really broken up?”


  Silence.


  “David.”


  I heard him release a shaky sigh.


  “Are you kidding me right now?”


  “No. I don’t know.” His voice was low and thick. He’d been crying. Maybe he was right now. “I just think we should maybe have some time apart. Because—”


  “That’s bullshit—”


  “—all we do is get at each other’s throats every time something happens, and it escalates into a bigger fight until it’s completely out of control. I know that’s why you didn’t tell me about LLS.”


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we have to split up,” I snarled. “People fight. It happens.”


  “Not like this! Not this often!” David snapped. “Don’t try to pull that . . . that shit where you claim I’m being unrealistic because I expect things to be perfect.”


  “Well, you do, don’t you?” I bolted out of bed and paced the tiny room. My fear and sadness was already skyrocketing up the emotional thermometer to irate. “You think just because things are messed up right now that they’ll stay that way. You’re really quick to run away, aren’t you?”


  “How am I quick to run just because I’m tired of fighting? Do you have any idea what this does to me?”


  I didn’t. I had no idea. But the pain in his voice was so raw that . . . it gave me pause.


  “Every night I wonder if you don’t tell people about me because you don’t think we fit, and maybe that’s why you’re starting to pull back from me.” David took a deep, uneven breath. “The worst part is that I thought this would be over soon. I thought the jealousy and irrational paranoia about your motives for staying closeted, and my worry about Trey, would fade because things would be back to normal, and we’d be close again. But you won’t and we won’t and nothing is going to change.”


  “If you give me time, things can change,” I said. “We love each other—”


  “Yeah, I don’t doubt that,” David cut in. “But Caleb and I loved each other. Michael and his ex-boyfriend loved each other. Karen and her ex-husband loved each other. Charles and his boyfriend love each other, and I know they won’t make it another few months. Guess what? As much as I love being in love, I know that the existence of it isn’t a magic ticket to a happy ending. And I know that as much as two people love each other, relationships don’t always work, and then people split up and find other people to give it a go again. It’s a horrible cycle, and I’m afraid that we’re becoming part of it.”


  I’d never been a romantic, but every one of David’s words was crushing me.


  He was my first love. My only love. And he was telling me . . . what exactly? That it didn’t mean anything when it came down to it? That if he couldn’t handle my schedule and my lack of outness, that he’d go find someone else who could give him those things in the way that he wanted them?


  “You promised to give me time so we could work it out. Together.”


  David grew quiet again, and I swore I could hear a clock ticking. Signaling all the minutes it took for him to come up with a good enough end to this conversation. And the most important relationship in my life.


  “Ray . . .” He was crying again. Barely managing to get out the words. “I just need some time of my own to figure things out.”


  My hand closed tight around my phone. I inhaled deeply, and it was loud, uneven, sounded too much like a sob.


  “Please don’t be upset,” he pleaded. “I love you so much. And I’m not saying I don’t want to be with you or that we’re over, or anything like that. But I just need . . . to figure out what to do. If we stay like this, it’ll be ruined. I know it. And I can’t let that happen.”


  My face was wet, but it couldn’t have been tears, because I hadn’t cried since after my father died.


  I wasn’t crying.


  I wasn’t.


  “Ray?”


  “Yeah.” I sniffed and cleared my throat. “I’m here.”


  “Do you—do you understand?”


  “Yeah. I get it.”


  Another silence. This one full of hitched breathing and sniffles.


  I could so clearly picture him curled in on himself, his hands in his hair, and his bright-blue eyes lined with red. And I wanted to touch him. Pull him close and hold him tight the way he’d done for me back when I’d needed it so bad. Before I’d even known what the hell I’d needed. But he didn’t want that. He wanted time.


  “I gotta go.”


  “Wait, Raymond—”


  I hung up before he could say anything more.
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  The storm that had drifted into the city on the night of my fight with David stayed in place for the rest of the week. Just a hovering mass of black clouds pissing rain all over me every time I stepped outside.


  It was fitting.


  I hadn’t been able bring myself to go back to the apartment, so I’d said screw it and bought a few days’ worth of clothing from the bargain shops at Jamaica Colosseum to avoid going to work looking like a bum. I was still too dressed down for Viktor’s liking, but I was short on fucks to give since my life was draining into the gutter with the uncomfortably cold and likely polluted spring rain. I also didn’t call David. Not even once. And I didn’t say shit to Chris about why my eyes were all red and puffy, or why I was working so long into the night that my sleep average was clocking in at about two and a half hours.


  The bottom line was—when I was at work, I didn’t think. And I didn’t want to think about the present, the past, or the future. I wanted to be blank. And work brought me that little breath of kindness.


  But it was wearing on me bad.


  I’d ended my work week at Lexus Language Services with a write-up. I hadn’t even realized Viktor did write-ups. I’d cursed one time too many during a meeting, and Viktor had made it plain as day that if I couldn’t clean up my act, he could find yet another sucker to take my spot at the luxurious dented metal desk by the windows. It had been on the tip of my tongue to tell him to go ahead. Be my guest.


  It was Friday night, so Chris had gone with Sharky to a bar in Astoria, and I’d turned down the invitation in order to catch some much needed Zs. Except the Zs didn’t come. After an hour of rolling around on Chris’s pull-out sofa and begging my sore eyes to just close already, I gave up on that epic fail of an idea and proceeded to spend an hour working out. Push-ups, sit-ups, pull-ups, jogging in place—everything in my power to wear myself out enough to fall asleep, but it never happened. I kept thinking about David.


  Why hadn’t he called me? Even to see how I was doing or why the hell I hadn’t come to pick up my shit. It ate at me until I wanted to send him angry messages about the obvious lack of his concern regarding my well-being, but Tonya informed me that I was being an asshole and I needed to give him space.


  She was probably right, but I couldn’t stop wondering what the hell he was doing.


  My phone rang, and I reached for it so impatiently that it nearly went flying off the couch. I’d already cracked the screen by slamming it around with too much force this past week, and it likely would not survive another fall. And yet, the urge to destroy it consumed me when I saw Michael’s name flashing on the screen instead of David’s.


  “¿Qué paso?”


  I put it on speakerphone and dropped it on my chest. “I wish I was dead.” Michael’s extended sigh reminded me of our mother, and that hit me harder than usual. I squeezed my eyes shut and braced my hand against them. “Sorry. I’m being stupid.”


  “I’m not in the best mood myself, so I can’t talk.”


  “What happened? Work?” It was so tempting to ask how David had been at their school in the past few days, but I refrained. Michael’s voice was low and had an edge of tension that usually accompanied him shutting himself off from the world. “Or the wedding?”


  “Boom.”


  “For real?” I sat up straight and took him off speaker. “Shit, you didn’t change your mind, did you?”


  “No.”


  I hated when he did this monosyllabic crap. How did Nunzio get anywhere with this dude lapsing into one-word answers whenever he was in a bad mood?


  “Aiight . . . So . . .” I wracked my brain. What would be stressing out my easily stressed big brother? Ah-ha. “Nunzio wants to invite a bunch of people, and you’re worried about the money.”


  “Yes! I don’t know where the fuck this came from. He knows I hate other people.” Another sigh and the audible flick of a lighter. “Why can’t it just be us and a couple of friends? It makes me regret even agreeing to do something other than city hall.”


  “He’s just happy and excited. Wants to celebrate and get all turnt up about being Mr. Rodriguez-Medici and what not.”


  “He’s not hyphenating.”


  “That’s cool. He’ll be Boricua by marriage instead of just by injection.”


  There was a long pause and then a low chuckle. “You’re so stupid.”


  “I speak nothing but facts. What does he want to do, anyway? Please tell me there’s no church involved. Although Mami would have loved that shit.”


  Or would she have? I was still half in denial and half disheartened over the fact that she might have been horrified that both her boys were likely to end up twerking at a Pride parade someday if we could ever get it together enough to function around other people.


  “No, he seems confused about what he wants since he’d never expected this to happen, but he ended up taking Aiden Fairbairn’s offer to help us plan.”


  “Caleb’s stepbrother?” The mention of Caleb sparked a memory of my own conversation with him on the cruise. I’d never gotten back to him about it. “When’d you start hanging out with rich people?”


  “We became cool after the QFindr party when he announced our engagement.” There was a pause as if he could sense my skepticism. “He’s not a bad guy, Ray. Aiden’s down-to-earth. Grew up in Rockaway and had a rough upbringing before finding out his father was a fucking hedge fund owner. He’s also really into supporting same-gender marriage.”


  “Is he married?”


  “Yeah. We’ve hung out with him and his husband. They’re interesting to say the least. A little too wild for my boring ass.”


  I couldn’t be fucked to ask what was so wild about other married couples when I could barely hold on to my boyfriend. “How many people does Zio want to invite?”


  “I’m not sure. To be pretty honest with you, most of my anxiety is coming from him wanting to tell our families. I’m still hung up on them knowing anything about my personal life, and I’m worried his shitty parents would actually show up and ruin it. You know how they do.”


  I did. Nunzio’s parents were awful people. Like bottom-of-the-barrel, child-abusing monsters. I clearly remembered one of the first times he’d spent the night at our house. He’d run across Kings Park swollen and bruised and bleeding, and had politely asked if he could hide in our backyard for a few hours. Mami had swept him into her arms as if he’d been one of her own kids, and she’d kept him with us for weeks. His own parents had never even come looking for him. Another time, when Pops had been visiting and shockingly sober, it’d happened again and he’d strode to the Medici house to beat the shit out of Nunzio’s father. It’d been one of those rare moments when our dad had been fatherly. Almost heroic. Until he’d started drinking a few hours later.


  “If they show up, I can’t guarantee I won’t throw them in the Hudson River.”


  “Yeah. That’s about where I am on the matter.”


  A mutual Rodriguez brood stretched between us. I almost hoped they would come just so I had an excuse to kick someone’s ass.


  “So . . . do you think your friends will attend?”


  “The wedding?”


  “Yeah.”


  I smiled. I had the feeling his thoughts had gone along the same route of my own, and he’d remembered why this was so important to Nunzio. Why he’d want to celebrate having a new family. “You damn right they’ll want to come. Apparently they knew the queer was strong in our family all along. They’re our OG silent allies.”


  A full laugh exploded into the phone. “You’re so ridiculous, but okay. I’ll tell Nunzio.”


  “Do it. I expect to be his best man.”


  “Who else would he pick?” There was another extended pause. “I hope the money situation doesn’t fuck this up for him. He was really into planning with Aiden, and I don’t want to let him down.”


  “So that’s the only reason you’re stressed?”


  “Yes. You know I’d do anything for Nunzio, but with the house needing repairs and no rent money coming in until we can get rid of it—”


  “What? Whoa.” I sat up. “Don’t worry about that shit, okay? I got it under control.”


  “I can help out more, Ray. I know I’ve been stubborn and hands off, but I’m sick of it,” he said tiredly. “I’m ready to move on.”


  “So move on,” I said. “I can figure it out on my own. The last shit you and Nunzio need is you spiraling when you should be planning on releasing doves into the sky after you tie the knot.”


  He was so worried that he didn’t even laugh. “Ray, I don’t think—”


  “I don’t need your help,” I growled. “I’ll let you know if I do. I have a plan.”


  “Your plan is to continue working eighteen hours a day and guaranteeing that you’ll lose David. That’s not a plan, it’s a disaster.” So he knew everything. Of course. Somehow in the past year, he and David had become confidantes while Nunzio had stayed mine. Funny how that had worked out. “He was wrecked for the past few days. I dropped by the apartment when he didn’t come to work, since you’ve been dodging my calls, but he either didn’t open the door or wasn’t home.”


  Concern exploded inside of me. I gripped the phone. “He hasn’t been to work?”


  “Not for a few days. He stopped at school late one afternoon to drop off his tenure binder. He’d called out that day, so I’m thinking he borrowed a laptop and finished up. And then he took the rest of the week off as well. Principal wasn’t happy about it, but what could she do?”


  I didn’t know, but the idea of David losing his saved time because of me burned, even as relief swelled in my chest at the knowledge that he’d managed to get everything finished and turned in.


  “Anyway,” Michael continued, “he needs to stop going into shutdown mode, and you need to stop putting your fingers in your ears every time he gives you criticism. The problems you have shouldn’t be destroying your relationship. It’s just a bump in the road, Raymond. You’re both so fucking headstrong and emotional that it’s spinning into something bigger.”


  Because Michael was never emotional or headstrong. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Right.” I could almost sense him rolling his eyes and making one of his skeptical faces. “I have to go, but hit me up later. After you talk to David.”


  We said our good-byes, and I finally forced myself out of bed. After several minutes of going over things in my mind, I shot Caleb a text message. Just as I set the phone down, it rang, but it wasn’t Caleb. It was Rolly asking if I wanted to pick up a shift on the docks. A distraction had never been more needed.


  I changed and drove to Red Hook. It was tempting to stop in Sunset on my way to the docks. So tempting that I didn’t bother resisting the urge and did it.


  It wasn’t easy to discreetly roll up on the crowded block and circle around a few times, but I peeped at our bedroom window from the corner and saw a light on. My heart leaped in my chest.


  He was home. It’d only been a few days, and I missed him so bad I wanted to jump out of the car, run upstairs, and kick the door until he opened. I’d hug him. He’d kiss me. Etc. In reality, he’d probably be annoyed that I’d taken so long to come by and accuse me of playing games to get him to call me first. As if I’d ever do something so childish . . .


  “¡Muévate, cabrón!”


  I slammed my hand against the steering wheel, jerked around, and half leaned out the window. “¡Mámame el bicho!”


  And . . . there went any form of discretion. David could likely hear my loud-ass voice all the way from here.


  With one last glare at the guy who was still angrily gesturing at the car I was blocking, I peeled away and sped down Fourth Avenue.


  One would think I’d be used to being pissed off after twenty-six years of existing in a permanent state of irritation, but the tension working its way up my neck and through my shoulders was nearly unbearable. I was too anxious to focus on anything but the fact that I had no idea what was going on between David and me. And how much I missed him. I missed the sight of him curled up in the middle of the bed, with his blond hair spread out over the pillows and his fingers curled in loose fists. I missed waking up to the feel of his warm body crushed to mine, and the way he’d smile when I kissed him awake. Not that that’d happened recently.


  Damn.


  I really did suck.


  But I had a plan, damn it. If only Caleb would message me back.


  The rain intensified until it was necessary to drive twenty below the speed limit in order to not die. I blasted nineties hip-hop the entire way, but DMX wasn’t making me feel any better. If anything, all the growling just got me amped up and in the mood for a fight. By the time I reached the shipyard, I couldn’t do anything more than park my car and stare out the water-lashed windshield with my Yankees cap pulled down low and my arms crossed over my chest.


  Three full songs played out while I stewed and debated risking Rolly’s wrath to return to Queens. He’d be pissed if I bailed on work someone else could have picked up. But it was tempting.


  Mary J. was singing “Real Love” when the passenger’s door jerked open and a tall, muscular figure slid in from the rain.


  “Don’t be jumping in my ride, man.”


  “Lock the door, then, wise guy.”


  I grunted and kept my eyes on the windshield. I felt Trey looking at me, but I didn’t feel like explaining myself, and he wasn’t exactly my supervisor, so I had no idea what he wanted or why he was skulking around and keeping an eye out for my car.


  “You getting out?”


  “I’m still considering my options.”


  “Be smart.” Trey turned toward me. “Don’t fuck up. You’ve been doing really good.”


  “Yeah, well even people who do real good sometimes need a mental health day. I’m not even supposed to be here.”


  Trey nodded slowly, his light eyes trained on me. “David still avoiding you?”


  “Don’t know. Haven’t tried to talk to him.”


  “Has he tried to talk to you?”


  “Nah.”


  Trey shrugged. “Then he’s avoiding you. He’s the one that kicked you out. He should be scraping right now.”


  “I dunno about all that.”


  “Come on, Ray. Be real. This is what he wants—you to feel like the bad guy and to beg for his forgiveness. That’s what they all want.”


  What the fuck was this guy even talking about?


  I dropped my arms and wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel. “Yeah, well, whatever.”


  “You could do better.”


  My neck nearly cracked due to the spin in which I gave him a side eye. “Say what?”


  And then he kissed me. Because apparently some people in the world thought Say what? was an invitation.


  Too stunned to move, I sat there frozen while he leaned over the center console with his tongue sliding into my mouth and his hand moving between my thighs. My dick reacted to the feel of a palm cupping it, but every other part of me was petrified. All I could think, while he sucked on my tongue and undid my jeans one-handed, was that David had been right.


  “Yo—” I twisted my face. He panted, openmouthed, against my scruffy cheek. “What the fuck? Are you kidding me?”


  Trey chuckled against me and drew my earlobe into his mouth. Another streak of fire shot through me. My entire body incinerated when he said, “Only if you think my desire to fuck you until you nut is a joke.”


  I sucked in a breath.


  “Tough guys like you are the first to bend over and take a fat cock.” His hand was in my jeans. “And I bet you moan like a slut.”


  My fever-dream trance shattered once he wrapped his hand around my dick.


  “Motherf—” I grabbed his forearm and squeezed. “Touch me again, and I will slam your head through the window. Real talk.”


  Trey backed off despite not seeming particularly impressed with my threat. He swept his tongue over his lower lip and adjusted the huge bulge in his own jeans. In another reality, I might have been into him, but this reality had my heart shackled to David.


  “I can’t believe you’re fucking gay.”


  Trey’s lip lifted. “Don’t play stupid.”


  “I’m not playing stupid. You never mentioned it, so I had no reason to think it.”


  “Shouldn’t assume people are default hetero. If you opened those pretty eyes of yours, you’d notice there are a couple of dudes who come through each week and would love to ride you, but are too chickenshit to make a move.”


  What was happening in the world?


  “Look—I’m not about that life. Sorry, but no. If you touch me again, I will murder you.”


  He snorted. “Not about what life, sweetheart? Your dick pulsed as soon as I touched it.”


  “Yeah. Cuz it’s a dick. That’s what it do—” Why was I explaining how dicks worked? Hitting him would be so much easier, but I just gripped the steering wheel and growled. “I have no interest in you. None. I’m not like that.”


  “‘Not like that’?” Now Trey was starting to look pissed off. “You’re sitting here crying because some yuppie broke up with you, and you ain’t like that?”


  I stared, wild-eyed, and his words sunk in.


  “No, dumbass. I’m not saying I’m not into guys. I’m saying I’m not into you. I’m not into anyone but David. And we ain’t broken up, so shut your mouth. I’m not playing, dude. I showed up pissed off, and you just took me to maximum levels of pisstivity. I will fight you right here and not care at all if I get canned. It could be the full moon closest to the autumnal equinox, and I still wouldn’t be able to harvest the fucks to give.”


  “Whatever you say, Ray.”


  The good thing about talking the most shit imaginable once I hit my limit was that it automatically caused people to dislike me enough to give up all desire to ever speak to me again. I could see Trey getting there now. His whole sexy seduction routine was replaced by dull-eyed animosity.


  “Get out of my car.”


  “Heh.” Trey grabbed the handle. “Don’t come begging for it once you stop being a pendejo.”


  “Fuck off.”


  Trey looked like he was considering riling me up some more, but ultimately shoved the door open and returned to the pouring rain. So much for contractor discounts. Shit.


  I stared through the windshield as the world around me became muted except for the rush of pouring rain and the cascade of my own thoughts in my head. It was so easy, in retrospect, to identify signs David had seen that I’d ignored when it came to Trey. And it was now absolutely crystal clear what he meant when he’d said that I tended to dismiss his concerns. Just like with our landlord, and the plumber who’d . . . never even showed up. With everything else that had happened, I’d somehow not realized the guy had flaked out.


  Fuck.


  My phone chimed, dragging me out of a cycle of regret, and the message lifted me from the dark pit I’d stumbled into.


  Caleb: Call me and we can negotiate.
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  My apology speech sounded great in my head.


  David, I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you about Trey. He really was trying to get in my ass. And he does sort of look like he could be on Sons of Anarchy. I should have listened to you instead of acting like a dumbass. I’ll be better. I’m also quitting LLS. I have an actual plan. Trust me.


  It sounded so good that I texted it to him while stuck in traffic after I’d hastily informed Rolly that I had an emergency and couldn’t stay after all. Rolly had been understanding, but David didn’t respond to my text.


  And I could tell that he’d read it.


  The tires screeched as I scored a parking spot right by the building, but I was still drenched within the handful of seconds it took me to sprint from my car to the stoop. The soles of my boots squeaked on each step as I ran upstairs, and I’d nearly busted my ass twice by the time I was at our apartment door. My entire plan to be solemn and contrite had gotten lost somewhere in the clusterfuck of Brooklyn traffic in a rainstorm, so I pounded on the door and alerted all our shitty neighbors about Asshole Raymond’s return.


  On cue, the girl across the hall came up the stairs and gave me discreet stank face. Why couldn’t these people ever mind their damn business? I glared back until she disappeared into her apartment, and I was thankful when David opened the door.


  I started to blurt out my apology again, but the words caught in my throat.


  He looked genuinely startled to see me. His wide eyes skimmed my appearance, taking in my soaked clothing and hair, and the way I was dripping all over the hallway. Maybe even my bloodshot eyes and the dark circles. Or maybe just my deteriorating mental state. I had always been bad at hiding my thoughts, and right now they were scattering in a million directions before refocusing on him. Only him. His eyes. His mouth. The way he’d clenched his hands into fists. The baggy sweatpants he was wearing and the Nets hoodie. Both mine.


  “Raymond . . .”


  I stepped into the apartment and crushed my chest to his. My fingers were in the hair at the nape of his neck, dragging him closer, and then I was kissing him so hard that I expected a fight. But there wasn’t one. He opened up for me and our tongues slid together. The groan slipping from between those pillowy lips was the hottest thing I’d ever heard.


  How could he not want this?


  Kicking the door shut was an afterthought, but I did it before backing him deeper into the apartment. He didn’t make a fuss about locking the door or the mess I was making by tracking water all over the rug. He didn’t do anything but lick into my mouth with increasing urgency as he shoved my jacket from my shoulders. It hit the floor in a damp heap, but his fingers tangled in my sweater instead of attempting to skin that off as well. I didn’t try. I couldn’t keep my mouth away from him long enough to get air, let alone get naked.


  We stumbled against the wall along the corridor leading to the living room and stayed there. It was only when he twisted his face away did I rip my sweater off before unzipping the hoodie he wore. Beneath I found one of my deep-cut workout tanks. And it made me so hot that he was wearing all of my clothes.


  “Raymond, I—”


  I cut him off with another bruising kiss, and this time he did try to pull back.


  “Ray—”


  “Please,” I breathed against his mouth. “Just let me feel you.”


  David moaned again, lower this time, and he wound himself around my body. We collapsed against the wall, all desperate hands and grabbing fingers, until I pinned his wrists above his head and attached my mouth to his throat. I sucked hard, likely leaving a bruise he would hate later, and ground my crotch against his until my ears were full of the pounding of my own heartbeat. He made a keening noise, a noise that usually led to filthy pleas and urgent demands, and this time wasn’t any different.


  “God, I want you to fuck me so bad,” David uttered.


  He undid my belt and sank to his knees as he unzipped my jeans. I could barely breathe as he cast a single look up through his hair before hooking his fingers around the band of my underwear. My heart thumped as he backed against the wall and peeled my briefs away to reveal my cock, thick and ready and standing at attention. David flicked me another heated look before smearing the head of my cock all over his wide, pink mouth, licking and mouthing along the shaft before taking it down his throat.


  A shrapnel burst of lust exploded inside of me, and I couldn’t stop myself from gripping his hair and fucking his mouth to a glorious cacophony of obscene, wet noises and hums of encouragement. It was too good, and I felt like I was losing my mind, so I hitched my hips back abruptly. David’s mouth popped off my dick, and he sent me another of his filthy inviting stares. I couldn’t even return it. I was sure I looked wrecked with my brows hiked up and drawn together, mouth gaping, and shoulders hunched forward.


  “Ray . . .”


  His voice, so low and husky, undid me like nothing else. I yanked him up by a fistful of hair and kissed him rough enough to imprint my touch and taste on his tongue. He trembled in my arms, grinding up against me, and didn’t protest when I ended the kiss only to shove him toward the living room. We didn’t make it onto the couch. Halfway between shoving his sweats down and running my hands all over every inch of his body that I could reach, we wound up on the floor with his knees planted on the rug and his forearms braced on the couch cushion.


  With his back dipping low and round ass angled up, I could have stroked myself twice before covering him in my come. He was painfully beautiful and sexy, especially when he tilted his head forward and started jerking himself off.


  “Yeah,” I whispered, crouching behind him. “Jerk that fucking dick.”


  “Ahh . . .” David rocked into his hand. “Touch me please.”


  I licked the back of his neck and relished his full-body shudder. It got even better when I slid my fingers into his ass. He was saying something, but it was incoherent and frazzled because if David loved anything, it was being played with and driven crazy before a thorough fucking. His ass clutched around my fingers, and he rolled his hips back, trying to get them in deeper. The sight of him needy and desperate and wanting was everything. No matter what happened between us, it didn’t kill our thirst for each other. Nothing could quench it but David’s tight body, his loud cries and hoarse shouts, and the way he clearly wanted me to punch into his ass until he saw stars.


  “Fuck me,” he guttered out. “Fuck me until I can’t think.”


  My balls seized up so tight they might as well have disappeared into my body. I pulled my fingers out, watching as he arched back to follow them, and rubbed the tip of my dick against his hole.


  “Don’t move,” I said roughly, and stumbled to our room.


  There were signs of David curling in on himself and hiding from the outside world all over the room, but I tried not to stop and analyze, and went straight for the lube in our nightstand. I made it back to David within seconds, but he sent me a heavy-lidded look of desperation as if the pause had caused him pain.


  As if I’d wanted to take my hands off him. I wanted to reclaim his body just as much as I needed to reclaim his promises to love me forever. I made a mess as I impatiently slathered myself in lube before inching inside of him. He didn’t even give me a moment to collect myself before he was riding back on my cock.


  I clutched both of his shoulders and fucked him so hard that I lost my breath more than once and wound up panting loudly as he worked my dick. We were both sweaty and cursing by the time he came, and the iron grip on my cock ripped the orgasm out of me as well. It was so strong that I tilted forward, blind and shuddering for half a minute before I could pull out and drop to the floor.


  I lay back on the rug and smiled when he curled up next to me. After a beat, someone kicked the wall. A faint shout followed.


  “Holy shit,” I groaned. “That old man is gonna get it one day.”


  “Ugh. I don’t blame him. We’re so loud and these walls are so thin.”


  I wasn’t sorry in the least. If anything, I was just sorry we were stuck in this damn apartment. It was sad that even though we had our own place, we still had to worry about making too much noise or people hearing all our business. But I didn’t go into that now. I was lucky to be in the apartment at all.


  “Did I hurt you?”


  David shook his head.


  “You sure? I went hard.”


  “I’m okay,” he said hoarsely. “I needed you to do me like that.”


  God, he said all the right things to elevate my heart rate and didn’t even have to try. “I missed you.”


  “I missed you too.”


  I stared at the ceiling and wet my lips. The taste of iron filled my mouth, and I knew I’d bit into the inside of my cheek or lip while going insane with pleasure. I focused on the sharp metallic taste because it was a distraction from the low, defeated sound of David’s voice.


  “You’re still upset.” There wasn’t even a hesitation before David nodded against me. “Didn’t you read my text?”


  “Yes, I read it.”


  “So then . . .”


  “So then nothing,” he said. “Okay, so you realized I’m right about Trey. That’s nice. You probably realized it because he tried to fuck you as soon as he found out we were fighting, not because you thought about what I said and decided to give me the benefit of the doubt.”


  He was so on the money that I almost laughed. Even when he was giving me ultimate Butler sass, he was so fucking charming.


  “Look—I was wrong. I admit I was wrong. I didn’t want to believe that’s why he was helping me all this time.” I ran my fingers along the bumps of his spine, mapping my way across the pale, smooth skin. “I wanted to believe he was just being a good friend, you know? That for a change someone believed that I had potential.”


  “You do have potential,” David said. “You don’t need some random dude to tell you that.”


  “No,” I agreed. “It was nice to think I’d made a friend who didn’t know me as Raymond from 153rd with the good weed.” The words hung in the air, and they felt wrong. “But you never thought of me that way, and you’re the most important person in my life. So fuck him.”


  David inhaled deeply and rolled onto his side so we could see each other. “If that’s true, then why does it still feel like we’re just starting out instead of like people who have been partners for over a year? And I’m not . . . trying to ruin this moment. I’m really not. But that’s my biggest thing, Ray. At first it felt like we were standing still, and then it was like we were walking backwards. And I want more.” He searched my face before saying, “I know I have so many flaws and it’s not all on you, but I need more.”


  I grabbed his hand and brought it to my lips, kissing his knuckles. “You deserve more. I’m sorry I kept acting like there weren’t any real problems. And I’m sorry I kept fucking dismissing you.”


  David’s eyes gleamed. I could almost feel his relief at finally being validated. “Why did you act like there weren’t problems if you knew there were?”


  I let my head thud against the floor. “Because I wanted to think I had everything on lock. I didn’t want to believe I was failing when it came to you while I was managing everything else.” I shrugged. “I just wanted to believe everything was gonna be okay.”


  David forced me to look at him again. “I don’t want to make it sound like it was just you.”


  “Wasn’t it mostly me, though? It was me brushing everything off and acting like things would be peachy just as soon as I quit LLS.”


  “Yeah, but it was me internalizing everything and letting it turn me into an insecure maniac instead of . . . I don’t know. Not an insecure maniac.” He rolled his eyes. “And I know I was right about Trey, but he wasn’t the real problem. It was me being scared to lose you.”


  “But you could never lose me.”


  “How would I know that?” he demanded. “Seriously. So much was happening and not happening that it screwed with my head. First you were never home, then you started sleeping separately a lot, and then you kept refusing to acknowledge our relationship, and then Trey appeared.” David’s mouth sank at the sides, and I knew this was something that was still weighing on him. “I started wondering if you didn’t want to come out for me because . . . maybe I wasn’t good for you. Maybe you wanted someone less . . . like me. Less needy and entitled and annoying.”


  “For fuck’s sake.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “David, when you mentioned being scared of us falling out of love because of all the petty fighting . . . I was thinking you meant that you would eventually go find someone with less shit on their plate.”


  He recoiled. “I would never say that. I only want you. Even if we broke up, I wouldn’t bother with anyone else. What would be the point?”


  “The point would be finding someone with less shit on their plate,” I repeated dryly.


  “Uh. No. I’d just give up.”


  “Same.” A smile crossed my lips as I soaked up what he’d just said. “Don’t ever think I’m looking to replace you. It’s never gonna happen.”


  David flashed a small answering smile. “You must really like needy, entitled white boys.”


  “I love this one,” I said, drawing him closer again. “You are a huge pain in the ass sometimes, though.”


  “Shut up.” He relaxed in the circle of my arms. “I want us to be partners.”


  “We are,” I said again. “When we listen to each other. Right?”


  “Yeah, but I think we could do better . . .” At that, David pushed himself into a sitting position. “I’ve thought a lot about this, and I think part of the problem is that we live together but do all of the important stuff separately. The weight shouldn’t all be on your shoulders. Like . . . you’re paying for school and the car, and I could help with that, couldn’t I?”


  I opened my mouth to spew an automatic No way in hell, but his fierce look shut me down.


  “Do you really think Nunzio would watch Michael struggle with multiple jobs? No. He’d help him. And I could help you. Financially. Tutor on the side, teach weekend and evening credit recovery, summer school . . . anything.”


  “That’s not . . .” I shook my head. “I’m really not okay with that.”


  “Why?”


  “Because—” There were a bunch of reasons floating around in my head, but they kept slipping through my fingers. I settled for, “Because I can handle it.”


  “Raymond, I know you can handle it. Everyone does. You’ve been handling it. But you shouldn’t have to handle it on your own! It’s like . . .” He waved his hands vaguely, as if his words were tangling in his rush to prove his point. With his messy hair and flushed face, he looked adorable. “I remember one time you or Michael said that your mother had no help from your dad, so she spent her entire life working two or three jobs and she never got to enjoy her life. And you’re doing the same thing. What’s the point of us being together if I can’t ease the burden? I’m not just here . . . for fun and sex and, like, bad cooking. I want to help you!”


  My resolve was already crumbling, but it shattered completely when he said, “If the situation was reversed, wouldn’t you help me?”


  “Yes,” I said without hesitation. “Without a doubt. I just don’t want you to have to do more than you already do.”


  “It’s not about ‘have to.’ If you say we’re really partners, then we’re two parts of a whole.” He put his hands on my shoulders and squeezed. “Sometimes I know I’m so damn stupid for doubting you. I know you love me. I know that, in your head, even if you’re not comfortable being out, you’re planning for us to be together forever.”


  “Damn right.”


  That earned me another tiny glow of a smile. “But I want to know that because of your actions and not just because of my gut. I want to know that you’ll accept my help, especially if it means that us working together will lead to us being able to be together more.” David paused, searching my face, before continuing. “And I want to know that eventually, when you’re ready, you’ll stop hiding me from the world. I’m happy our friends and family know about us, but it’d be nice if one day you won’t lie to your coworkers about the love of your life.”


  At that, I grinned back. “That day will come sooner than you think.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Suddenly, I was gun-shy. What if he thought my plan was ridiculous? What if it was ridiculous? “So, I had this conversation with Caleb on the cruise. He was interested in having me, and some of my friends if I could get them to agree, be part of that national QFindr promo campaign.”


  David’s brows rose. “As in modeling?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, I mean you’re a perfect human, but . . . why you and your friends?”


  “Because they don’t want QFindr being repped by a bunch of straight white models. He also seems to want to keep his shit grassroots. Which is weirdly admirable.”


  “And you’re going to do it?” David asked skeptically.


  “He said he’d pay a nice hourly rate for my time and a finder’s fee if I get some other people to do it.”


  Understanding blanketed David’s baffled expression. “You’re counting on the money to cover some of the house repairs so you can quit LLS?”


  “Yes! What do you think? Is it stupid?”


  “Not at all. It’s perfect.”


  “Money will still be tight since we’d be paying the mortgage until the house sells,” I said. “I figure I could stay at the office just a little while—”


  “No! You’re not staying at LLS.” David shifted positions so he could straddle me. He braced his hands against my shoulders. “I’m going to help, and you’re not going to stop me.”


  “David—”


  “I can contribute,” he insisted. “Like I said, I can tutor, and I already signed up to teach summer school.”


  “But you hate summer sch—”


  “It doesn’t matter. The combined money might be enough to cover everything, and I’ll have my man back.” David brushed a kiss to my lips. “Please, let me help. Let me be part of this. Let me be your partner.”


  I exhaled against the warmth of his mouth. Part of me still wanted to argue—to say I could do it. I could do all of it. That he didn’t have to take on more than he already did considering how draining and stressful his job was. But I couldn’t deny what he’d said. If the situation were reversed, I’d absolutely do anything I could to lessen his load. And I also couldn’t deny that the closer I got to accepting his plan, the lighter my shoulders felt.


  Even if it wasn’t my ideal solution, I suddenly saw a light at the end of the eighteen-hours-a-day tunnel. The weighted vest that had strapped to my body after we’d walked into the house and seen the damage finally lifted. I could breathe. And the fuzziness about the future receded. We were going to work together. Things were going to go back to normal.


  “You are my partner,” I said. “You’re my everything.”


  “And you’re mine.”


  We lay on the carpet again, and he curled up against me, burying his face against my chest. I could feel the shape of his smile.


  “Hey, you’re missing a key part of this QFindr plan,” I said. “My face will be on billboards and commercials and shit. I’ll be out as fuck.”


  “Oh my God!” David jerked back, eyes wide. “Are you kidding me?”


  “Nope.”


  “But . . . are you sure? What about the guys at the docks? I know it’s not as easy for you as it is for me. I know you need time before—”


  “David.” I grabbed his hand. “I’m doing it.”


  With his lovely face caught between excitement and lip-biting worry, I knew David was poised to say something more to discourage me. Even though I could tell the very notion brought him pure joy, he didn’t want me to make myself vulnerable for him. And I loved that about him. I loved that he got it. But it didn’t change my mind.


  I wasn’t just doing this for him. I was doing it because of the future I wanted to have with him. He was a permanent part of my life, and anyone who might give me a hard time was just a temporary nonfactor.


  As if reading the conviction in my gaze, David’s shoulders relaxed. “I love you, Raymond.”


  I pulled him in for another kiss. “I love you too.”


  We kissed like it was the first time and the last time. The electric shocks that coursed through me at the barest touch were always there regardless. We kissed until my body was ready for him again, and he was moaning loud enough to—


  “¡Cállate, pendejos!”


  David burst out laughing. I started to shout through the wall but found myself tackled back to the floor with a mouth crushed to mine. With David’s limbs wound around me and the taste of his happiness in my mouth, I couldn’t find it in myself to be annoyed at the old man next door.


  For the first time in a while, everything was all right. If every kiss and touch was a promise, I had no doubts that we were making them to each other for forever.
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  Considering how much Michael kept to himself, there were almost a hundred people at the wedding.


  The ceremony was being held in Brooklyn in an industrial art space that doubled as an exhibit hall. Its urban unfinished quality and brick walls contrasted beautifully with the wedding decor, and there was an amazing view of the East Village beyond. It was full of sunlight, black and red decorations, and silver folding chairs that were packed with people. From my station outside the banquet hall, I saw several teachers from McCleary, and our principal and her husband. Things with her weren’t the same as they’d been in the past, but I couldn’t deny that the pressure she’d put on me had caused me to bust my ass to the point that my kids’ test scores had shot up from the previous year. I’d also achieved tenure. Thank God.


  I looked away from them to observe the rest of the guests. Several of Nunzio’s coworkers from Gateway, the LGBT center, were there, and toward the back was the QFindr crew. Caleb, Oli, Aiden, and his husband Jace were in attendance, as well as Caleb’s sister Meredith, and Ashton Townsend. I watched as he and Mere passed a flask back and forth, and was weirded out that a semi-celebrity was in my circle.


  Raymond’s friends were filed in next to a couple of members of the Rodriguez family. I recognized their aunt Aida from a family photo, but there were also several other people I’d never met who had the strapping Rodriguez height and dark heavy-lidded eyes. Crystal—Raymond’s friend and former flame—also sat with them. She was the only person in Raymond’s core group of friends who I’d never met, and I couldn’t stop peering at her curiously. However, it was Stephanie who stole the attention of half the room. She’d gone full give-no-fucks with some sort of sailor-inspired outfit—a navy micro-minidress with a flared skirt so short it likely didn’t cover her ass when she sat. It also had the deepest V-neck imaginable.


  She caught my eye, and I flashed her a thumbs-up. She beamed from under her huge hat.


  “Who’s that?” Charles asked from his place at my side. “She’s been hanging out with Mere since the QFindr shoot, but I haven’t gotten an intro yet.”


  “Stephanie. She’s a really good friend of Raymond’s.”


  “Well, she’s gorgeous. If I was straight . . .”


  “Right?” I laughed. “She’s kind of amazing. Funny and sweet and super smart. I’ve gone to trivia with her a few times, and she knows so much random shit about everything.”


  Charles made a dreamy face, and I went back to checking out the room. I’d spent the last couple of days, and all morning, helping Raymond direct people on how to prepare the space, and then doing rehearsal. I was still in awe that Michael had asked me to be a groomsman.


  On Nunzio’s side, I spotted more unfamiliar faces. At the very front was an uneasy-looking older couple I’d never seen before—a dark-haired statuesque woman with a mean-looking man by her side. He kept glancing around and at the door as if he was thinking of bolting. Judging by their ages, I wondered and feared that they were Nunzio’s parents. I could see glimmers of him in their appearances: the man’s curly black hair and piercing blue eyes as well as the woman’s olive complexion.


  “I love the colors they picked,” Charles said. “I wonder if they used a wedding planner?”


  “Aiden’s husband helped a lot, I think.”


  Charles shook his head. “I can’t believe they’re friends with Michael. And before you get on me—I don’t mean because they’re super poly and kinky. It’s because Michael is the most stoic motherfucker I’ve ever met in the five boroughs besides his ex-boyfriend.”


  “Is his ex here?”


  Charles scoffed. “No. Thank god. That would have been awkward. Just as awkward as my damn boyfriend coming and ruining my good time.”


  “Uh-oh. What happened now?”


  His lips tightened. “We’re taking a ‘break.’”


  The processional music started, and I swallowed further commentary on the topic. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Raymond hurry into the room in a blur of black before taking his place beside their cousin Jackie. I’d barely seen him all morning, as he’d stuck to Michael and Nunzio to ensure neither of them got stressed or nervous about potentially problematic family members being present on their special day, and I was struck by his appearance.


  Tall and strong in a black three-piece suit that fit the contours of his body to perfection, Raymond looked like he’d just walked off the cover of a magazine. The formal clothing was offset by the jacket sleeves being rolled up to his elbows, a silver bow tie, gray Chuck Taylors, and a pair of Aviators. His hair was also pulled up in a slightly messy knot.


  “Sweet baby Jesus,” Charles breathed. “How is he so much hotter when we’re all wearing the same thing?”


  “No idea.”


  The groomsfolk would be the first to enter the banquet room, starting with Charles and Danielle—the math teacher on our grade team. She and Jackie were wearing the same strapless silver sundress, Ray-Ban sunglasses, and black Chuck Taylors. I should have known I couldn’t count on Nunzio or Michael to have their shoe game on point. But I had to admit, it was contemporary and adorable and very them.


  After they made their way up the aisle, it was my turn to stand with Tonya. She’d opted out of the silver dress and had instead donned a silver suit and black Chucks. With her crew cut and Ray-Bans, she was sleek and cool. I felt extremely unglamorous when standing side by side with someone who looked like a total rock star.


  Raymond winked at me after he and Jackie joined us by the stage. I wanted to rip his fucking clothes off.


  By the time Michael and Nunzio appeared in the doorway, I was nearly vibrating with excitement. Even after talking about this for hours on end, and listening to Michael’s fears about how it could all go wrong and ruin Nunzio’s day, the reality of how amazing it all was packed a punch. I nearly burst into tears at the sight of him and Nunzio standing hand in hand on the other side of the room. Because holy shit—they were so perfect. So unbelievably perfect.


  Michael wore a charcoal three-piece suit with a crimson shirt, Aviators, and red Chucks, while Nunzio wore a crimson three-piece suit with a black shirt and black Chucks. And I wasn’t at all surprised to see his wild black hair framing a pair of red and black Ray-Bans.


  “Is it normal to want to bang the grooms at a gay wedding?” Danielle hissed to me.


  “Um.” I watched them walk down the aisle. “Is it normal that I’ve banged both of them?”


  She stifled a giggle.


  Nunzio took his spot by Raymond’s side, and Michael stood next to Jackie. Prickling behind my eyes indicated the first sign of tears. I loved the connection Nunzio and Raymond shared, and I loved that Jackie had clearly continued to be a strong ally for Michael in their family.


  I tried to keep my emotions in check while the minister began, but it was a struggle.


  “Who gives these grooms away today?” the minister asked.


  “We do,” Raymond and Jackie said together.


  “If there is anyone in attendance who has cause to believe that this couple should not be joined in marriage, you may speak now or forever hold your peace.”


  I noticed Nunzio glance at his parents briefly, and my heart nearly cracked in two. Beside him, Raymond tensed.


  “Nunzio Medici and Michael Rodriguez, I now encourage you to publicly speak your commitment to your partner. Nunzio, would you like to begin?”


  Nunzio flashed one of his dazzling smiles and reached out to grab Michael’s hand. They’d both slipped their sunglasses into their jacket pockets.


  “Michael Rodriguez, for over twenty years you have been my best friend and my ally. I take you as my husband with every part of my heart, and I promise to cherish you, to be faithful to you, and to never walk away from you even if the rest of the world is falling down around us.”


  At that moment, I became that person. The person crying loudly at the wedding. I clapped a hand over my mouth.


  Nunzio stared into Michael’s eyes, and his hands tightened. “I promise to walk through this life with you until the end of our days, and I sure as hell hope there’s such a thing as reincarnation, because one lifetime isn’t enough for me to love you.”


  When it was Michael’s turn, his lips moved but no words came out. He shifted from foot to foot, and released a strained laugh when Nunzio winked and chucked his chin.


  “Nunzio Medici . . .” Michael’s voice was low and thick. He cleared his throat. For someone who rarely showed emotion, it was so abundantly clear that he was choked up. “For over twenty years you have been my accomplice and my strongest supporter. You stood by me when the rest of the world felt like it was falling down around me, and I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you, niño.”


  Nunzio’s expression flickered, and I wondered whether Michael had ad-libbed his vows.


  “I promise to walk through this life with you, and to be the best version of myself for you, until the end of our days and after, because even death can’t stop me from being your husband.”


  I could see the dampness in both their eyes and the flush rising over Nunzio’s face. His lips trembled, and he briefly looked down before glancing up again with a shaky smile.


  The minister nodded at them, grinning. “This is normally the point when I tell the two of you to join hands, but you obviously can’t stay away from each other.”


  “Definitely not,” Nunzio said with a chuckle that was echoed by everyone in the room. Except his parents.


  My heart hardened.


  As the minister began to recite the declaration of intent, asking Nunzio and Michael whether they would cherish each other in sickness and in health, my eyes wandered to Raymond again. He met my stare and puckered his lips in a discreet kiss. Heat swept over me, and I knew I was flushing to the roots of my hair. Even after two years, he could cause an explosion of butterfly wings in my stomach.


  “Family and friends, by the power vested in me, I am pleased to pronounce Michael Rodriguez and Nunzio Medici as husband and husband, sealed together today both in law and in love. Michael Rodriguez, you may kiss the groom.”


  Shit. I’d missed the entire ring exchange.


  I tore my attention away from Raymond to focus on Michael and Nunzio, and couldn’t help another huge smile. Nunzio pulled Michael to him as if they were the only people in the room and kissed him with such fierce passion that it felt wrong for everyone to be watching this special moment. Especially people like the Medicis. One look to my right showed exactly what I’d expected—Mr. Medici had slipped out of his chair and was stalking to the back of the room.


  “Fucker,” I muttered.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, for the first time, Mr. and Mr. Rodriguez!”


  A collective cheer went up from the guests, the emotion that had swelled through me during the entire ceremony returned, and I felt my eyes well again. I expected everyone to file out of the room, but the wedding party began to embrace happily. Raymond grabbed me.


  “God, you’re a mess.” He wiped the dampness on my cheeks with his index finger. “Such a mush.”


  “Ray, stop,” I hissed, glancing discreetly at his family. “They’re going to see.”


  He sucked his teeth. “And? Not like my face ain’t all over the L train because of those QFindr ads.”


  It was true, but with Nunzio’s father already being a dick, I worried about Raymond putting our relationship on blast in front of people who had only recently found out about his bisexuality. For all we knew, they would start implying that growing up with Michael had turned him queer. The thing about discreet homophobes is that they can pass for normal people who are “tolerant” of queerness until it’s actually in their face, then they lose their minds. But I didn’t say all of that to Ray. He was clearly on a high of happiness for his brothers.


  I smiled when he ran his hand absently through my hair and snagged a chance to hug Michael before he and Nunzio left the banquet hall. There was so much excitement humming in the air that it overshadowed my worry. It was clear that no one, even disgruntled family members, could ruin their day.


  The reception was held in an attached room with more amazing views of the city, brick walls, and a couple dozen tables and chairs lining the perimeter of the room, with a DJ booth at the front and a large dance space in the center. There was also an open bar. I side-eyed it for a moment but stayed away and opted instead to pluck one glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray.


  “This is almost making me rethink my decision to never get married,” Chris commented once I joined their table. “I’d have a bomb-ass Knicks-themed wedding.”


  “Which is why no one will ever marry you,” Sharky said.


  I snorted. “Raymond would probably do the same thing, except with the Nets.”


  “Despite them being the worst basketball team in the NBA,” Chris muttered.


  “You’re so lucky he’s not here to hear you say that.”


  My comment set them off in a debate about the worst basketball teams ever, to which I had nothing to add since I paid exactly zero attention to sports unless Raymond was forcing me to watch them. I tuned out Chris and Sharky and sought out my boyfriend in the crowd of people who were slowly finding their seats and mingling. I caught sight of his broad shoulders and loose hair toward the back of the room. He was talking to the caterer and looking far too serious, as usual. I smiled.


  “So, when are you gonna make an honest man out of Raymond?”


  The question jolted me out of my mooning, and I swiveled my gaze back to Sharky and Chris. Tonya had joined us at the table.


  “Huh?”


  Chris smirked. “When are you gonna make it all official with our boy?”


  “Um. I dunno. We’re pretty official already.”


  Our relationship was stronger and more solid than it had ever been. He’d left LLS, and we’d spent the end of spring and early summer renovating the house in Queens. In fact, something about working as a team to remodel the space so we could mark up the sales tag, and doing it on our own, had strengthened our bond. I’d thought the project would be stressful, but us creating a shared vision and watching it come to fruition had been almost magical. With the QFindr money, and my tutoring and per-session cash from night and summer school, we’d turned the old house into our dream home. It almost hurt to think someone else would be living in it, but that didn’t take away from the experience.


  “So, you’re good the way things are right now?” Chris pressed.


  My brow furrowed. “Yes. Why?”


  Chris dimpled at me, and Sharky looked sly. Tonya, on the other hand, rolled her eyes. “Just ignore them.”


  That was completely impossible with them making it obvious they knew something I didn’t know, but I held on to my questions because the two grooms had returned to the room. Wild clapping ensued, and I wolf whistled loudly.


  Raymond took his seat at the larger table at the front, looked around, and called me over. Somehow, I’d failed to remember I should have been sitting with the wedding party. Chris smirkingly waved at me as I hurried across the room.


  “So, we realize the speeches are usually spread out a little,” Nunzio was saying to the room as I slid into my seat. “But my husband isn’t one for extended emotional outpourings, or a lot of talking—” Michael bobbed his head in agreement “—so we’re going to get that out of the way, then get to the dancing and eating.”


  Michael stood beside him, grinning faintly. “But we do want to thank our friends for coming through on the shuttle to Williamsburg, especially my people from Queens. We also want to thank Aiden and Jace Fairbairn for all their help with the arrangements, since I can barely design a classroom, let alone a wedding. And we are especially grateful for my little brother. Raymond has become the person, besides Nunzio, who I rely on so much for support, and I don’t think he’ll ever believe the full extent of truth behind that statement, but it is what it is. I could not be happier with my growing family.”


  Michael’s eyes rested on me briefly as he said it, and tears stung my eyes again. My throat clogged up and my hearing muffled, so I barely noticed Raymond standing to give his own speech.


  “I’m not too good with this whole speech thing, but I’m making an effort because some things need to be said, and I’m the best person to say them.” Raymond raised an eyebrow, his mouth twitching to the side in a half smile. Despite his claims to hate talking to people, especially groups of people, Raymond towered over the seated guests and projected his voice clear across the room like a natural born teacher. I pictured him in my classroom and got all tingly. “If you ask Michael, he’ll say he fell in love with Nunzio a couple of years ago, but I have to call bullshit on that one.”


  “Ay, Raymond . . .” Michael covered his face with his hand.


  “So, I’ll tell y’all a story about how everyone in my house knew these two were in love ever since we practically adopted Nunzio when he was a little kid.” Raymond’s dark gaze swung around as if looking for the Medicis, but they’d already left. “All of my clearest early memories are of the two of them together. Having each other’s backs, and protecting me, against the cluster of our childhoods. I remember them holding hands when they didn’t think no one was looking, hugging and cuddling when they forgot to pretend to be straight around me, and the way that dynamic changed in high school. They stopped being so affectionate, but I’d catch them staring at each other almost all the time. And when Michael started sneaking off with guys, Nunzio would find me and drag me off to the handball court and rant for hours about whatever random thing he could blame on his pissed-off mood, because he couldn’t admit he was jealous.”


  Michael’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that. You never told me.”


  “’Cause solidarity,” Raymond replied loud enough for everyone to hear. Everyone laughed as he and Nunzio fist-bumped, although Nunzio had flushed. “And it was the same way for Michael. The first time Nunzio went on a date, this guy replayed Usher’s whole album three times back-to-back. The angst was deep.” Again, his deadpan, dry words drew laughter from the guests. “So, you see what I’m saying. When people ask how I knew they’d end up together, it’s hard to explain in just a sentence. Since I was a little kid, it seemed natural for them to be together. I understood the love between them before I understood shit about gayness or bisexuality or being straight. I could just look at them and know what love looked like.”


  I was definitely going to cry again. I could feel it, and when I realized Michael had also frozen with his eyes rounded and amazed as he gazed up at his brother, the tears began to fall. I was a total goddamn wreck, but these Rodriguez men had me feeling all the feelings all the damn time.


  “Sometimes I think them showing me what love looked like is the reason why it was so easy for me to identify it once I moved in with David.”


  Without thinking, I grabbed his hand. He squeezed, and his sexy half smile curved up higher.


  “I’m happy for Michael and Nunzio and the awesome life they’re going to have, but I’m also grateful for them.” Raymond grabbed my glass and held it up. “So, here’s to mis hermanos!”


  A cheer rung out, dotted with cries of “¡Wepa!” The voices of Raymond and Michael’s family members were the only things keeping me from dragging Raymond into a kiss.


  The first course rolled out, and I pressed myself against Raymond’s side. “That was beautiful.”


  “Eh.” He made a seesaw motion with his hand. “I should have probably cursed less.”


  “Who cares about that? It was very Raymond. I loved it, and Michael did too.”


  Across the table, Michael, who’d been observing us, nodded. “You made me tear up, Ray. That takes skill.”


  “But enough about that.” Nunzio rapped his knuckles on the table. “Tell David about what we all discussed this morning.”


  “Jesus Christ, Zio. You have the biggest mouth.”


  I looked between them. “What’s going on? Chris kept alluding to some secret thing as well.”


  Raymond rolled his eyes. “I can’t rely on none of these clowns.”


  “For what? Tell me!”


  “Well . . . we got to talking about how, you know, Michael and Nunzio are gonna start looking into buying a condo or something.” Raymond saw my nose beginning to wrinkle and bopped the tip with his finger. “Don’t start your real estate ranting. Let me finish.”


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “Your face is louder than your mouth,” Nunzio said helpfully.


  Michael nudged his husband’s shoulder. “Let Ray finish.”


  “Yeah!” Raymond glared at us in turn. “Any-fucking-ways. So, I suggested that he . . . consider signing over his half of the old house to you.”


  I cocked my head, frowning. “Wait, if you guys sell, you’ll make probably half a million. I can’t take money from—”


  “No, dumbass,” Raymond cut in. “He’ll sign it over, and it will be half yours. It will be ours.”


  “You mean . . . we can keep it?”


  “It’s okay if you don’t want to,” he said hurriedly. “I know the neighborhood isn’t what you’re used to, and it’s farther from your school, but you were so happy when we finished up last week. And the attic could be a library like how you were—”


  I cut him off with a kiss. His hands buried in my hair, and he drew me closer, tongue sliding into my mouth with exactly zero consideration for whoever may be watching.


  “I guess that’s a yes,” Michael said dryly. “We’ll give you a minute.”


  I leaned away from Raymond, but he only released me after the kiss became breathless. With burning eyes and damp, parted lips, Raymond searched my face. “So, is it a yes? I want you to say it.”


  “It’s a yes,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “God, Raymond. How could you think I’d say no? We spent so much time turning that house into something we both loved, and it hurt to keep reminding myself it was for someone else.”


  The relief on his face prompted another kiss, even as the lights around us dimmed and the coordinator announced Michael and Nunzio were going to do the first dance.


  “And the whole commute thing,” Raymond said against my lips. “Maybe you can get a car. Or drive mine sometimes.”


  My eyebrows flew up. “Seriously? You’re going to trust me with your baby?”


  “Yup.” He smirked. “You drive slower than my abuelita on a Sunday, anyways.”


  “Oh, shut up.” I glanced over at the dance floor. Michael and Nunzio were dancing to “If I Ain’t Got You” by Alicia Keys, and it was so perfect that a million emotions swelled inside me again. “Is this for real, Raymond? Him signing over to me, it being . . . our home? This is really what you want?”


  “It’s what I want. It’s more than I expected to have.” Raymond’s eyes flicked to his brother and Nunzio. “I always knew those two would be happy, you know? They’d have each other. I didn’t think I’d ever have that kind of connection with someone. Then you came along.”


  “With my stage-five-clinger ways?”


  He laughed. “Yeah. And the fact that you expected so damn much of me, which I always loved about you. No one ever had before, even when they wanted to. People pushed me, and encouraged me, but you’re the only person who really . . . believed in me.”


  “And you believed in us,” I said. “Even when I was all despairing and afraid, you kept fighting.”


  “Because you didn’t let me slide with my bullshit.”


  The song was transitioning to something faster, and the coordinator began encouraging everyone to join in. Raymond surprised me by getting to his feet and holding out a hand.


  Salsa exploded out of the speakers, and the fast beat matched the acceleration of my heart. Funny how we’d just committed to owning a home together, but it was this minor act that had light soaring through me and happiness expanding in my chest.


  “Really?”


  “Really.” Raymond tugged me to my feet and pulled me onto the dance floor. “Maybe don’t twerk in front of Titi Aida though, okay?”


  Laughter burst out of me loud enough to rival the music. “I’ll save it for when we get home.”


  Raymond’s eyes gleamed as they slid over my body, and a single thought stole across my brain: I couldn’t wait to christen every single surface in our new house.
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