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His fingers were still tangled with Tyler’s, and as Tyler turned the phone off and put it back in his pocket, Aaron let himself take a risk—just a small risk, compared to the ones Tyler had already braved—and leaned in until there was nothing separating them but the clothes they wore. Tyler let him in like he was expecting him, wanting him there, and the reality of their situation hit Aaron like a fist between the eyes.

 

“I could have had this sooner, couldn’t I?” he asked, squeezing Tyler’s hand as he hooked his chin over his shoulder.

 

Tyler exhaled, a little shudder rocking him at the end of it, and nodded. “Practically from the day you arrived, yeah.”

 

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

 

“Would you even have believed me?” Tyler asked, his voice rough. “I didn’t think so. I didn’t want to shove the way I feel at you, in case it made you run. I’d do anything to keep you close, even if it means being your friend for the rest of my life, no matter what else I want.”




Handle With Care

 

By Cari Z.

 

A fragile heart needs extra care.

Burned-out social worker Aaron McCoy is on vacation for the first time in years—boss’s orders. Road-tripping to his brother’s wedding with his best friend, Tyler, seems a fun way to spend the mandatory two-week leave, and they set out for Kansas—and a difficult homecoming.

Aaron’s mother was a drug addict, and his adorable younger brother was quickly adopted while Aaron spent his childhood in foster care. As Aaron mends fences, Tyler hopes to show him that this time, he won’t be left behind to face his problems alone.

Aaron’s opening up to how right it feels to be with Tyler and the possibility of taking the leap from friends to lovers. But along with the wedding celebration comes a painful reminder of the past. Aaron’s heart is still breakable. Can he put it in Tyler’s hands?




For Tiffany, who is always inspiring and was especially so for this book.




Chapter One

 

 

THE sound of Aaron McCoy losing the last thread of his sanity was a lot like the noise made by someone hitting the Escape key over and over, slowly building up speed as their desperation grew.

“No. No, shit, nonono, this is not happening—” Compound the tapping on the keyboard with quiet disbelief that quickly turned into full-throated despair, and it was quite a way for his sanity to go.

“Fuck you, you piece of shit, don’t do this to me!”

YOU HAVE LOGGED OUT.

“No I didn’t, you logged me out, you son of a bitch.” He smacked the side of the ancient monitor and resisted the urge to grab the tire iron from the back of his Prius and go full-on Office Space on it. “Fuck.” Two hours of entering case notes, right in the middle of what felt like his fiftieth page of documentation, and the system booted him. Because of course it did.

Aaron pulled his glasses off and set them on his desk, then leaned back in his chair and scrubbed his hands over his face. The office was quiet except for the hum of his computer, mocking him in binary from two feet away. The lights were low, the door was locked. He was the only person there, which was good. Nobody else needed to see him defeated by the fucking TFACTS software.

Okay. Fine. He had to start over with this case, but he could do that, he had time. Technically, Aaron had fifteen days to update his case files, and he’d only finished with this one on Friday. It was Sunday. But he knew, he just knew, that the minute he let himself think about drawing things out a little more, that was when he’d fall behind, thanks to circumstances he couldn’t control. Shit like his computer deciding to fuck with him, for example. In thirteen days, this would be a real problem. At the moment, it was just an inconvenience.

“Some damn inconvenience.” His head hurt. His hands hurt, fingertips sore from two solid hours of work. But if he didn’t get the case files done right then, he wouldn’t have time to make his family visits tomorrow. He couldn’t put those off—they’d been scheduled for weeks, and it was hard enough to get people to comply with them without changing the dates and times he’d be meeting them.

“M’kay. Right.” He let his hands slide down to his lap and stared balefully at the screen. YOU HAVE LOGGED OUT. “I’m logging back in, motherfucker, and you’re going to swallow all the words I cram down your throat if it’s the last thing you ever do.” He sighed, leaned forward, and reached for his glasses. He might have lost the battle, but the war was just starting.

The sudden clamor of the Beastie Boys was enough to make Aaron jump out of his chair. That was Tyler’s ringtone.

He grabbed for his phone, knocking his glasses to the floor while he was at it. “Damn it.”

“Nice to chat with you too.”

“That was a general ‘damn it,’ not one specific to you,” Aaron said. He didn’t dare move his chair while he felt around for the glasses. The way his evening was going, he’d roll right over them. “What’s up?”

“It’s pub quiz night.”

“Yeah? And?”

“And you said you’d meet me there. Remember? We were gonna be the Fool-Hardy Boys.”

“Oh.” Right, he had said that. “I’m sorry. I’m still at work.”

“Um.” It was still crazy to Aaron how Tyler could pack a dictionary’s worth of Tennessee drawl into a single syllable. “You know it’s Sunday, right? The day of rest? The not-as-good-as-Saturday-but-still-better-than-Monday day of the week?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“So, why are you at work?”

Aaron stopped looking for his glasses and rubbed his fingers against the bridge of his nose. Damn, but he had a headache. “Case notes.”

“Uh-huh. For cases that ain’t due for another two weeks.”

“I don’t want to get behind.”

“You never get behind. You’re always ahead, that’s why nobody at your work wants to invite you to their barbecues on the weekend. You get that, right? Last thing they wanna do is ask what you’ve been up to and get their own work ethic smacked down.”

“My team likes me,” Aaron objected.

“Sure they do. You make their lives easier, but that don’t mean they want it rubbed in their faces. Case in point: you missin’ quiz night with your own family so you can argue with your computer instead.”

“How did you know I was arguing with my computer?”

“Figured that was who the ‘damn it’ was for.” Tyler paused, then said, “I’m right, aren’t I? I’m right!”

Aaron could actually hear the grin spread across his face. “Nope.”

“Yes I am. Don’t lie.”

“I wasn’t swearing at the computer.”

“You were swearin’ because of it.”

“No, I knocked my glasses on the floor.”

Tyler scoffed. “Yeah, I don’t believe that for a second. Look—”

“I can leave now.” He might as well. The longer he went without reengaging with his enemy, the harder it became to force himself to do it. “The pub is just fifteen minutes away, I can get there fast.”

“Aaron, hold up—”

“No, I’m serious. I can make it before it’s over.”

“It’s already over,” Tyler said, more gently than Aaron probably deserved. “The quiz started at seven―it’s nine now.”

Holy shit, when had it gotten so late? “Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

“I did.”

Aaron checked his phone. Sure enough, one missed call from Tyler. He must have been in the bathroom. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

“S’okay.”

Tyler always said that when Aaron was a douche, and as grateful as he was for the forgiveness, the fact that he kept needing it was entirely his fault. “No, it’s not. I’m a shitty person.”

“Eh, you’re not so bad. ’Cept when you play Call of Duty, but I’m kind of counting on that to make me feel better.” If they’d been in the same room, Tyler would have just nudged Aaron with his elbow. “I’m cashing in on your guilt. Come over to the house and play video games with me.”

Aaron chuckled. “I swear, you’re still fifteen.”

“Don’t be ageist, man. Video games are for everyone. And hey, I’ve got beer.”

“Video games and beer,” Aaron deadpanned. “Wow, that’s a fantastic evening in, no wonder you’ve got to beat the ladies off with a stick.”

“The guys tend to like it, though.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Aaron wasn’t entirely sure he’d ever get used to the sheer ease with which Tyler referenced his bisexuality. It wasn’t that Aaron had a problem with it; he was gay and out since he’d come to Tennessee. To be out, though, he’d had to leave Kansas first. It wasn’t like there’d been anyone there to care, but the group homes were enough trouble without his sexuality being thrown into the mix.

Tyler had come out when he was sixteen, a year after Aaron had come to live with him and his parents when he began college. Arranging for him to stay with the Howards had been the greatest thing that Child Protective Services had done for Aaron before he’d left Leavenworth. The Howards were kind, warm people that made Aaron feel welcome, and their only kid left at home, Tyler, had latched on to Aaron like a leech. Ten years later, he still hadn’t let go.

Tyler informed his mother he was bisexual one morning by mentioning, very casually, that he was going to skip Homecoming because “Gina dumped me because I’d rather spend time with her brother than her, and Carl doesn’t want to go to the dance, so we’re gonna hang out here instead, okay?”

Diana, his mother, had sighed. “Honey, you aren’t datin’ Gina’s brother just to make her mad, are you?”

“No!” Tyler had replied, affronted. “I’m datin’ him because he’s hot! And Gina didn’t really want to date me anyway. She just wanted to say she was dating me. At least Carl likes me.”

“Mmkay, then. Bring him on by, but you’re sleepin’ in different beds.”

“God, Mom.”

And that had been that. Aaron had felt light-headed when he’d left the breakfast table, glancing back over his shoulder just to make sure that Tyler wasn’t going to get hit as soon as he was out of the room. Nope. Diana just poured herself another cup of coffee. His father Theo had been just the same when he found out.

“So are you comin’ over or not?”

Aaron snapped back to the present. “Yeah. I’m coming.”

“Good! See you soon.”

Aaron pocketed his phone, retrieved his glasses, and shut his computer down with a baleful “Screw you” as he stood. It was going to be a late night after all, but at least he’d be able to enjoy it after this. He turned out the light on his desk, grabbed his jacket, and locked the door to the cubicle bay as he headed for his car. It was almost summer, and he didn’t really need to bundle up, but he never felt as warm as it seemed like everyone else did down there.

Tyler lived twenty minutes out from Tipton Hollow, on a county road lined with red maple and blackjack oak trees. The house was a big one, two stories with five bedrooms that had housed various children and foster children over the years.

Diana and Theo had retired to North Carolina last year to be closer to their largest crop of grandchildren, and Tyler had managed to get together the money for a down payment on his family home. He was renovating it, but in true Tyler fashion, only when he felt like it.

Aaron parked next to Tyler’s gratuitously large, souped-up 4Runner, a ridiculous car for someone who worked at home.

“But that’s the whole point!” Tyler had said when Aaron pointed it out. “I’m not gonna be usin’ it all that much so my carbon footprint won’t be much different than yours, but if any of my friends needs a guy with a truck, now I can help out. Win-win.”

“Your reasoning skills are truly bizarre,” Aaron had said. Tyler had thrown a potato chip at his head.

Inside, the house was a weird hodge-podge of Tyler’s comfort-minded sense of style and his parents’ aggressively Southern sensibilities. The walls were covered with floral designs, pink roses and baby’s breath displayed in indelible wallpaper bouquets every few feet. The ceilings had crown molding at the edges, the oak cabinet against the wall still held the 12-piece set of china dishes that the Howards had received for their wedding, and Aaron automatically hung his jacket on the coatrack set up by the door.

The things Tyler had focused on first were the items he used the most: he’d exchanged the sitting room love seat for a long leather couch, replaced the vacuum-tube television for a sleek, enormous flat-screen TV that filled half the wall, and installed an ergonomic workstation for himself that filled Aaron with envy. Tyler’s office chair was possibly the most comfortable thing Aaron had ever sat on, and it had a massage feature as well. Tyler could get a fucking massage while he teleworked. Bastard.

Right then, though, Tyler wasn’t working; he was sitting in front of his television, his shoulders twitching along with his hands as he played Call of Duty. All that space, and he’d folded himself up into one corner of it, legs crossed, face intent as he tried to shoot his way out of trouble. It didn’t help that his cat was currently occupying his lap, and from the look of things Tyler hadn’t tried to move her. Smart man. Evil Cat was evil.

Aaron flopped down onto the couch and kicked his feet up onto the coffee table with a sigh. “Man, fuck this day.”

“You say that about every day,” Tyler noted, glancing over at him with a smile.

“I mean it about this one, though,” Aaron insisted. “This day can die in a fire. This day can get strung up on the rack and broken in two for all the shit it’s put me through.”

Tyler’s glance was more lingering this time. “It’s gotta be bad if you’re gettin’ medieval on its ass. What happened? Apart from working on a Sunday like a damn fool?”

“Nothing.” Aaron shut his eyes, then yelped as Tyler whacked his controller against Aaron’s knee. “Ow! Fucker!”

“Why do you lie to me? And when you do, why do you do it so damn badly?” Tyler asked. “You don’t come here and tell me everything is shit and then not tell me why. All it does is make me curious, and you know how I am when I’m curious.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure you won’t throw a cherry bomb down my toilet just to see what happens when it explodes.”

Tyler was already snickering. “Oh, yeah. That was so funny.”

“The school didn’t think it was so funny. Your mom didn’t think it was funny.”

“You did,” he insisted.

“No, I didn’t.” Actually, it had been terrifying at the time, before he’d known how awesome Diana and Theo were. Instead of a beating, Tyler had gotten a lecture that had left him in tears.

“Well, I thought it was funny. Clue would have thought it was funny, right, baby?” He let go of his controller to pet his tabby’s head. The cat nipped at his finger.

“That looks like dissent to me.”

“You just don’t speak the language of the kitty cat.” Tyler petted her again. Clue stretched, splaying her six-toed feet wide, then jumped out of Tyler’s lap and sauntered over to her food bowl.

“Why didn’t you rename her when you adopted her?” Aaron asked.

“Because then I wouldn’t have gotten a clue, are you payin’ attention, man? And don’t try to change the subject, I know all your tells. Why did your day suck so bad?”

Aaron sighed. “Len left today.”

Tyler frowned. “You ain’t dated Len for almost six months. What’s the problem with him finally leavin’ for Nashville?”

“He asked me to go with him.”

Tyler’s jaw dropped, and his eyes opened so wide Aaron was afraid they’d fall out. Tyler was cute in a too-much-personality-to-be-contained way, lanky and blond and perpetually scruffy. He did big expressions well, and shock was especially funny on him.

“What, today?”

“No, six months ago.”

“What the hell did you tell him?”

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “No, obviously. Since I’m still here.”

“Son of a bitch.”

Now it was Aaron’s turn to frown. “I know you guys weren’t friends or anything, but you were singing a different tune six months ago when I broke up with him.”

“That’s before I knew he tried to lure you to Nashville! Never mind givin’ the guy a chance, screw him if he wanted to get you to leave. He can go enjoy his cold bed in the big city and be thankful for it.”

Aaron laughed. “Wow, you’re getting proper Southern vengeful about this! I don’t know why, but it’s hilarious. Keep going.”

“Nah, I’m done.” Tyler stared at the TV, then shook his head. “Actually, nope, I’m not. But I want another beer before I go on a tear. You want one?”

“Sure.” Aaron still—astonishingly—had a room there. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d crashed at Tyler’s after drinking a few too many beers, and he was more than ready for one. He had a spare suit in the closet, he’d be fine.

Tyler bounded off the couch and over to the kitchen. Aaron shut his eyes and listened to the open-shut of the fridge, the soft hiss of the caps coming off, and the slap of Tyler’s bare feet on hardwood as he returned with a—

“Jesus Christ!” Aaron jackknifed upright and almost fell off the couch as the icy glass of the bottle pressed against the side of his neck. “Ty, you fucker!”

“What? You looked hot! I was just tryin’ to be nice and cool you off!” Tyler laughed and backed away from the couch, dodging Aaron’s kick but leaving himself open for a smack to the face from a throw pillow. He stumbled and Aaron pounced, taking him out at the knees and sending him sprawling back onto the floor. “No, wait, don’t spill the beer!”

Aaron paused. “That’s fair.” He took the bottles and set them both on the coffee table, then resumed asserting his dominance through pillow warfare. Aaron had never been comfortable with roughhousing, not even with his actual brother. It was too much like being hit for real. Pillows, though, gave him enough distance that he could handle it without freaking out. The few times he’d gone still and silent when Tyler had tried to tussle with him the first year he was there had been noticeable enough for Tyler to change his ways.

“You—ow—shit, c’mon, I just—ow!” Tyler groped for the couch, but Aaron had his weight just right, and unless he wanted to tip over the coffee table, there was no easy way out. “At least let me get the other pillow!”

“Should have thought of that before you started the fight,” Aaron crowed. “Say you won’t do that shit again.”

“Never!”

“Say it!”

“Fuck off!”

“Wrong answer.”

“Our beer is gettin’ warm!”

Aaron sighed and pushed up onto his feet. “You always know how to get out of trouble.”

“Yeah, that’s what you learn when you’re the youngest of five by ten years. Magic menopause baby!”

He grinned and held out his hand, and Aaron hoisted him to his feet. “Thanks.” He handed over one of the bottles, then held his own out. “Here. To Len, whatever the fuck he gets up to in Nashville, and to you not bein’ an idiot and going with him.”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “You know, there’s Child Protective Services in Nashville too. I could have transferred.”

“No, you couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because Nashville could never be your home, not like here. You’re never gonna move, Aaron. You found a place and you dug in deep, and Len should have known better than to even ask.” Tyler said it like it was simple fact, and not the sort of insight he’d pulled out of his ass.

Aaron opened his mouth to argue, to say that actually, he could move any time he wanted to. He’d done it before. He could do it again. He could. He could.

Yeah, but he probably wouldn’t. Tipton Hollow was a tiny place compared to Memphis or Nashville, kept alive by manufacturing jobs and plenty of retail options. It was close to a few different colleges, near enough the Georgia border that people could commute if they needed to, and set in mountain country, which drew tourists in the fall. After ten years, it really was home.

It helped that Tyler was still around. His four older siblings were long gone and so were his folks, but the feeling of family still remained. Aaron wasn’t so spoiled for family that he could afford to distance himself from the only person he had left.

“Yeah, that’s the face.”

Aaron glanced over at Tyler, who looked casually smug. “What face?”

“You’re appreciatin’ me. I can tell by the way you lose that little frown line between your eyes.”

“I don’t have a frown line.”

“Oh, you do.” Tyler reached out and pressed the pad of his thumb against the bridge of Aaron’s nose. “Right here. When you’re bein’ serious, which is way too often, it wrinkles. When you’re happy, it goes away.”

Aaron batted Tyler’s hand away and had a sip of his beer. “And you think you’re the cause of that? I’m just happy to finally be drinking.”

“Sure. Tell yourself that. But lemme beat your ass at Call of Duty while you work it out, okay?”

Aaron’s phone rang before he could inform Tyler that, in fact, Aaron was going to send him packing. He pulled it out and checked the caller and felt his stomach sink. Robert J. Tipton Memorial Hospital.

“This is Aaron McCoy,” he said as he answered, already setting his beer down.

“Hey, Aaron, it’s Whit.”

“Hey, what’s up?” He headed for the door, Tyler trailing with a confused expression. Whit, he mouthed as he stepped back into his shoes.

“Sorry to bother you on the weekend, but I’ve got a kid here who has you listed as his emergency contact.”

Aaron was already running through his mental case list. “What’s his name?”

“His ID says Thomas Ingram.”

“Aw, Tommy.” Shit. “Is he okay?”

“He’s unconscious right now,” Whit said grimly. “He staggered into the ER and almost fell onto the front desk. He was out before I could get him to answer any questions. All his vitals are stable, though, so hopefully he’ll be awake by the time you get here.”

“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“I’ll leave a note at the nurse’s desk to let you back.” Whit hung up and Aaron turned to Tyler with a sigh.

“So… I’ve got to go.”

“I figured. Is Whitney okay?”

“He’d kick your ass if he heard you call him Whitney.”

Tyler shrugged. “He kicks my ass anyway in the gym. Besides, it’s a compliment! Most badass girl I ever met was a Whitney―she knocked Mark Stone clean out when he grabbed her tits in gym class sophomore year.”

“Sounds like he deserved it.” Aaron opened the door and shivered. When had it gotten chilly? He struggled into his jacket.

“Oh, he totally did. And Whitney’s no worse than his real name, preppy East Coast bastard.”

“He prefers Whit.”

“I know.” Tyler grinned. “That’s why I call him Whitney.”

Aaron shook his head. “How are you so damn big and so adolescent at the same time?”

“Good genes. You want company for this?”

“Nah, I’ve got it.”

“Okay, well… I’ll drink your beer for you.”

“Thanks,” Aaron said sarcastically, but he let Tyler pull him into a hug that warmed him better than his jacket ever could. This, this was why he hadn’t left with Len, why he wasn’t going to leave Tipton Hollow. Nobody had ever offered him affection for free before, not without wanting something in return. Aaron couldn’t risk losing it, not when he knew he’d never find it again. Lightning never struck twice.

“Call me tomorrow, ’kay? Just to let me know everything’s okay?” Tyler asked as he finally pulled back.

“I will.” Even though odds were, things weren’t going to be okay. Not with one of his former kids out cold in the ER.

Aaron could make it to the hospital in twenty-five minutes if he pushed it.




Chapter Two

 

 

“HEY there, Real McCoy.”

Aaron waved at the triage nurse on duty at the front desk as he walked into the Robert J. Tipton Memorial Hospital emergency room. There were a few people sitting in the plastic chairs in the lobby, but none of them looked particularly anxious—probably waiting on people.

“Hi, Michael. Is Dr. Aldridge in?”

“Down the hall, second door on the left.” Michael passed over a clipboard with a sign-in sheet on it. “He said you’d be here. He’s in with your kid right now. You can head on back.”

“Thanks.” Aaron scrawled his name and number down, then walked down the brightly lit hall of the ER to the second door. It seemed quiet tonight, just a nurse checking a patient chart and a janitor mopping the floor with strongly bleached water. Aaron wrinkled his nose at the smell, then knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

The room was tiny, just big enough for a bed, curtain, and a single chair. It was an ER, not the sort of place a patient was supposed to hang out and get comfy in, but Aaron still felt a little put off by the starkness of it. Whit was standing at the end of the bed, his arms crossed and his expression as frustrated as someone so ridiculously good-looking ever got.

Whit was a self-described “purebred WASP, as close as one person can get to going straight from designer baby to high-achieving, self-hating adult.” He was blond haired, blue eyed, trust funded and Ivy League educated. He had also given up a lucrative job in New York to be an emergency room physician in the backend of nowhere, also known as Tipton Hollow. He was a walking contradiction. It was probably why Aaron liked him so much.

Tommy, on the other hand, wasn’t a contradiction at all. He was everything Aaron hated about the system, and nothing he’d been able to fix. His father was in prison, his mother kept losing and regaining her kids, taking them out of stable foster homes and bringing them back into her chaos of new apartments, new jobs, new boyfriends. Tommy was her oldest, and last year he’d turned eighteen.

Aaron had helped him get his GED, pointed him in the direction of some places he might find a job, and encouraged him to check out community college. He’d wanted to do more, but his caseload felt like it was a mile thick and just kept getting thicker. Tommy had fallen off his radar, and Aaron had hoped for the best.

This was far from the best. He was lying on his back in the bed with a black eye, scraped-up cheek, and a partially shaved head with stitches disappearing behind his right ear. He looked exhausted and wounded, and when he lifted a hand to shakily wave at Aaron, he finally noticed the splinted fingers.

“What the hell?” Aaron breathed. “Tommy, what happened to you?”

“S’not too bad.”

“No, a concussion is pretty bad,” Whit said from where he was glowering at Tommy’s chart. “Two cracked ribs, that’s also bad. The black eye I’d almost be willing to give you, except for the part where you have a tear in your retina. That’s pretty bad too.”

“Jesus Christ.” Aaron resisted the urge to make a fist. He had nothing to hit there, and no desire to fight anyone except for maybe himself. “Tommy, who did this to you?”

“You can’t do anything.”

“Tommy—”

“You can’t! It’s me, so you can’t, right?” His words were a little slurred thanks to a swollen lip, but his one good eye was intent. “Because I’m an adult now. Right?”

“This doesn’t have to go through the CPC to still get taken care of,” Aaron argued. “If someone attacked you, then they shouldn’t get away with that. The police—”

“No cops.”

Whit sighed. “Mr. Ingram, if you could just tell us—”

“No cops, or I’m leaving.”

“You need to be under observation for the rest of the night.”

“Then you better not call the cops.” His glare challenged either of them to do it. Aaron broke first.

“We won’t. Just tell me what you can.”

Tommy sighed and sank a little deeper into the bed. It made him look small. Smaller, really—he’d never been a big kid. “It’s not gonna happen to any of the others. Just me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Phil went on my computer. He found my… pictures. He found out I’m—I’m—gay.” Tommy whispered the last word like it was the most terrible secret in the world, which to him it clearly was.

Whit had enough bedside manner not to snort, at least. “Well, you’re in good company tonight. Who’s Phil?”

“My mom’s new boyfriend. But he’s good for them. He actually is! He’s got a good job, he brings home money and helps buy groceries and pay the rent, and the little ones like him. He took them to a movie last weekend. They had fun. ’S been forever since we could afford a movie.” He looked at Aaron, eyes pleading. “I’m the only one he doesn’t like, and I don’t have to stay there anymore. I can’t.”

Aaron felt like his heart was splitting in two. “What’s your mother got to say about her boyfriend hitting you?”

“She said I shouldn’t have provoked him. I brought it on myself, having dirty pictures like those in the house.”

“You know that’s not true, right?” Whit asked gently. “You didn’t make that man hit you. You can’t help how you’re made. It’s as natural as everything else about you.”

“Mom don’t think so. Guess it won’t matter now. And if you try to send someone there about this, I’ll deny everything and so will she,” he added. “I only told you in the first place so you can look out for the little ones, just in case.”

Aaron cleared his throat. “Yeah, I understand. I’ll keep an eye on things.” He ignored Whit’s raised eyebrow. “Where are you going to stay now, then?”

“Dunno. I’ll think of something.”

“Do you have a friend who can put you up for a while?”

“Not really. I’ll find a place.” He shut his eyes determinedly. “Thanks for comin’, Mr. McCoy.”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Aaron?” Whit’s perfect white teeth looked like they were grinding together. “Can I speak to you outside?”

“Yes.”

As soon as the door shut, Whit turned to him and murmured, “Are you fucking crazy? You can’t set yourself up like this.”

Aaron shifted uncomfortably. “What are you talking about?”

“Being the savior of this kid’s family. Being the person to look after everyone when they’re not currently in the system. It’s not your job. You haven’t worked with Tommy Ingram in over a year. He’s closer to nineteen than eighteen now, and he still put you down as his person of contact. It isn’t healthy to hold on like this, Aaron. Not for you or for them.”

“What, I’m supposed to cut him off with no help as soon as he passes some arbitrary line?” Aaron demanded.

“Yeah, you are. Otherwise you’ll cling, and you’ll spread yourself so thin you can’t deal with your current cases because your prior ones are still living in your head!”

“He was beaten black-and-blue! Would you rather he had no one to call at all?”

“I’d rather he call the police and have them arrest the guy who did this to him! It’s not going to help him or them to take responsibility for his own abuse, especially if the guy is more than just a homophobe.”

Aaron threw his hands up. “Well, that’s not going to happen, so—”

“Don’t help him make excuses.”

“Don’t tell me how to do my job!”

“That’s my whole point!” Whit exclaimed. “It’s not your job now! You can’t be involved with him in an official capacity, right? You didn’t come here as a friend, though. You came because you’re one of the few figures of authority in his life that he’s been able to rely on, but Aaron, you’ve got to move beyond that dynamic. It’s not healthy.”

Aaron sighed. “I’m not in too deep.”

“Oh no? Then you weren’t going to offer him a place to stay when I discharge him?”

“No.” Whit crossed his arms. “Maybe. Jesus Christ, can everyone tell when I lie?”

“Probably only me and Tyler, but that’s because you only have two friends,” Whit replied.

“It’s too late to deal with you being an asshole.” Was it ever. Aaron felt like he’d been up for days. “Fine, so you think I shouldn’t?”

“Exactly.”

“Then what? How am I supposed to leave him with nowhere to go?”

“There’s the homeless shelter—”

“—which gives priority to women and families, not single, adult men.” Aaron shook his head. “And it’s going to be full anyway, there aren’t enough beds there. No-go.”

“What about in a bigger city? Knoxville, maybe?”

“Some place he doesn’t know anyone, won’t have any sort of support structure or—”

“Like he has here? With a mother’s boyfriend who sends him to the hospital with potentially life-threatening injuries? Yes, such an improvement.”

Aaron could have choked on the sarcasm, it was so thick. “Either offer another solution or stop bitching about me over considering all my options.”

Whit rolled his eyes. “And people wonder why I only date athletes and artists.”

“I don’t. It’s because you’re shallow.”

“Uh, yeah, obviously. Have you seen me lately? Shallow is my perfect depth.” They stared at each other for a long moment before Aaron deflated. Whit was almost impossible to insult, which was another reason Tyler liked him so well. It also made him hard to keep up a good fight with, and to be honest, Aaron was already tired of fighting.

“Give me something,” he said quietly. “You wouldn’t be doing this if you didn’t already have a solution in mind. You’re just making me go through it to soften me up for what you want. So lay it on me. What are you thinking?”

“I know a place he could stay, at least for a while. Clarke’s Gym has space—”

“Where you go to practice fighting?” Aaron couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you fucking serious?”

“It’s not fighting, it’s MMA―it’s a sport. And the place is a gym, not a backroom fight club.”

“You beat on each other for fun. If that’s not a fight club, I don’t know what is.”

“Will you let me finish?” Whit demanded. “God, you’re always ready to jump to the worst conclusion possible. Sean Clarke’s gym has an attached apartment that he lends to members who need a hand every now and then. He doesn’t charge; he doesn’t exploit them in any way; he just puts it out there in cases of need. Hell, Michael stayed there for a week last month after his girlfriend kicked him out of their apartment. You can ask him about it if you’re not willing to believe me. I think Sean would help Tommy out, long enough to pull himself together at least.”

“And what’s he going to get out of it?”

“Someone to help him take care of the gym for as long as Tommy is there, which is only fair.”

“It doesn’t sound very fair to me to get unpaid labor out of a kid who doesn’t even—”

“Tommy wouldn’t be the first guy to ask for a contract before accepting,” Whit said calmly. “I’ve seen it, it’s all above board, but I’m not a lawyer. You don’t have to take my word for it, but you should know that I’m going to make this offer to Tommy tomorrow morning. He can’t stay here, he can’t go home, and he really shouldn’t stay with you.”

Aaron pressed his palms against his eyes and dug them in until he saw stars. Shit, he was so tired he could feel it, making his blood move sluggishly in his veins and slowing his comprehension down. He was almost numb from it.

“Fine. Do what you want, but if either of them back out, I want to know about it.”

“You’ll know if Tommy contacts you, I’m sure.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“Let it be good enough for now.” Whit’s hands were gentle on Aaron’s shoulders. “Let him be an adult and take responsibility for himself. Let other people give him a hand. He’s going to have to figure out how to live on his own eventually.” Aaron opened his eyes and saw Whit giving him a sympathetic look. “You hate the whole idea of that, don’t you?”

Aaron couldn’t really articulate why the concept of solitude filled him with a profound sense of despair. It wasn’t like he’d never been alone before, and he’d managed okay. He’d hated it, but he’d gotten over it.

“Just let me see what I can come up with at work tomorrow morning, okay? Can you give me that long?”

“As long as he’s fit enough for it, I’m discharging Tommy at nine and pointing him toward Clarke’s.”

“I can have something for you before that.” Surely he could come up with a different place for Tommy, somewhere that wouldn’t expect him to give something he clearly wasn’t up to giving in exchange for the fundamentals of survival.

“If you do, fine. If not, you’ll know where to find him. Don’t stress too much about it.”

“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

Whit smirked. “Not even close. It’s more a hope than an actual expectation. C’mere. I’m tired just looking at you and I’m the one pulling a double shift.” Aaron let Whit pull him in for a hug, which ended quickly as Whit’s name was called out over the intercom system.

“Doctor Aldridge to Trauma, Doctor Aldridge, we need you in Trauma.”

Whit sighed. “Duty calls. Go home and get some sleep, Aaron. It’s almost eleven,” he added before he jogged down the hall.

Almost eleven. And if Aaron wanted a decent shot at finding some resources to help Tommy before nine, he’d have to wake up by five at the latest. He sighed and headed for the exit. Monday wasn’t even there yet, and it was already shaping up to be a nightmare.

When his only other choice was failure, though, it was no real choice at all.




Chapter Three

 

 

“AARON. Aaron! Mr. McCoy!”

Aaron almost toppled out of his rolling chair as someone pulled it away from his desk, leaving him scrambling to keep his balance. He turned around ready to cuss, then abruptly bit his anger back when he realized the person slinging him around was his boss.

He coughed. “Pam. Hey.”

“Hey there.” She smiled pleasantly. It was the most frightening pleasant expression Aaron had ever seen, and he hated when it was turned on him. Pam was almost at his eye level now, even though Aaron was sitting and she was standing, but her tiny stature didn’t diminish her commanding presence a bit. If she’d been a choir director, there would have been more singers than there were seats. If she’d been a librarian, no books would ever have been past due. Instead she’d gone to work for the CPS, and her diminutive height, curled gray bob, and pleasant, knife-twisting smile were legend.

Aaron swallowed. “What’s up?”

“Well, I thought we might have lunch together today.”

“Like, a team lunch?” They happened occasionally, and Aaron tended to enjoy them even though they wasted time. It wasn’t that he didn’t like spending time with his coworkers. He did. He just didn’t like how long it took them to eat a damn sandwich and a bag of chips.

“Nope!” she said brightly. “Just you and me. How about the deli on the corner? My treat.”

Okay, now Aaron was genuinely worried. “I already packed a lunch….”

“Aaron. Get your rear out of that chair before it molds to your butt and come have lunch with me.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He knew when he was beat. “Just let me save this court report first.”

“Is it the court report for the Smith case? That’s not due until next week.”

“No.” That report had been done for days.

“Then it’ll be fine. Let’s go!” She turned to lead the way, and Aaron hauled himself to his feet and followed her. His back popped a few steps in, and ow—maybe she had a point.

The local deli was a two-minute walk from the CPS office, which was nice, because there was no pressure for conversation in just two minutes. It was kind of bad too, though, because two minutes wasn’t long enough to suss out what Pam was going to ding him for. He’d filled in all his paperwork, was up to date on client visits, had filed all the necessary paperwork for his court dates….

“You look like you’re expecting the guillotine!” Pam chided him as she opened the door to the deli. It was cool inside and smelled overwhelmingly like pickles, but the food was good. “Don’t be so suspicious, Aaron.”

“Give me a reason not to.”

“Oh, honey, you’d try to bargain with the Devil himself, wouldn’t you?”

Aaron shook his head. “I’m not liking this metaphor, Pam.”

“Just don’t overthink it. You’ll be fine.” They ordered, took a number and a table in the back, and waited for their food to arrive.

“So,” Pam said. “Shall we start now, or should we wait for the food to get here?”

“Start what?”

“Your intervention. A minor one,” she clarified. “Just you and me and my concerns that you’re working too much lately, Aaron.”

Damn it. “Is this about me coming in to work last night?”

Pam frowned. “You came into work last night? On the weekend? Why on earth did you do that? Was there an emergency?”

Aaron shrugged. “Paperwork. It takes a lot of time to successfully put notes into the TFACTS system. It actually booted me once―we might want to mention that to IT.”

“Aaron.” Pam looked concerned, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening as she stared at him. “You can’t work on weekends. You’ll put in too many hours.”

“I’m not working more overtime than I’m allotted,” he assured her.

“But you’re not taking any of the vacation that you should be. When was the last time you had a day off that wasn’t a federal holiday?”

That was an easy one. “Three weeks ago today.”

Pam immediately shook her head. “Nope, calling in because your car broke down on the side of the road and you had to have it towed to a shop doesn’t count. When’s the last time you actually took a day off for fun? Just for the hell of it?”

“Do you kiss your grandchildren with that mouth?”

“Can you even remember the answer to my question?” she countered.

Aaron had to stop and think, really think, but eventually it came to him. “Last September, for Tyler’s birthday.” It had been surprisingly cold for Tennessee at the tail end of summer, but Aaron had still let Tyler talk him into inner tubing down the nearby creek. The water had been low but chilly, they’d each had more than a few beers, and by the end of it, they were doing more walking than floating, tugging the tubes over the rough spots. Aaron had managed to be cold and get sunburned at the same time. It had been a lot of fun, actually.

“Almost nine months ago.” Pam shook her head. “That’s not good, Aaron. That’s way too long to go without a day off, never mind a real vacation.”

“I’ve had vacations!” he defended himself. “I had one over Christmas, a real two-week vacation.”

“Uh-huh, I remember how that one worked out.” Pam’s tone was the equivalent of rolled eyes, full of sarcasm and disbelief. “You had pneumonia, Aaron. That’s the least vacation-like reason to take two weeks off from work that I’ve ever heard of. And I happen to know that you only spent the entire two weeks relaxing like you should have been doing because Diana gave me updates via Tyler, who was the only person you could bring yourself to let take care of you.”

“I got over it pretty well.”

“You’d have been better if you’d taken a third week,” Pam corrected him as the girl who’d taken their order came over with their meals. “But your cases really couldn’t handle the time without you by that point. I still feel bad about that.” She picked up her tuna melt with relish and bit in, completely ignoring Aaron’s shocked look.

He’d been… okay—not fine, no one got over having pneumonia without some lingering aftereffects, but he’d been mobile. Able to drive himself from place to place, although he’d stayed with Tyler for a few days after he went back to work just for the convenience of it. Tyler worked from home, after all, as a database administrator for some aerospace firm that was trying to be the next Space X. It was a position that paid well and left him with plenty of time to cook, work on his house, and take care of Aaron, even though Aaron hadn’t needed looking after by then.

Pam nudged his plate a little closer. “Eat, honey. While it’s still hot.”

Aaron nodded mechanically and picked up his Reuben, grimacing a little as the grease from the sandwich dripped onto the table in front of him. He wiped it up with a napkin, managed a few more bites, and then put it back down, too bothered to stay silent.

“It’s not a problem,” he said, but his protest sounded weak even to his ears. “I don’t work too much. I’m fine.”

Pam washed down her bite with a sip of sweet tea and sighed. “Aaron. We wouldn’t be having this conversation if I didn’t think it was a problem. You know that, right? It is a problem, and I’m not just saying that as your boss. I’m saying it as a friend. The only person who can stir you from your ways is Tyler, and even he’s no good at arguing with you unless you’re almost ready for a trip to the ER. And yes, I do know about those calls you’re making about Tommy Ingram,” she added. “Your office is a cubicle, sound carries.”

“Then you know why I’ve got to keep at it,” Aaron insisted. “I haven’t found anything specific to his situation yet, but I know I’m close.”

“How do you have this kind of time to spend on someone who isn’t even in your active caseload anymore?”

“I got my paperwork done early!”

“Two weeks early. I know.” Pam reached out and patted his hand. “Which is good! Because right after this lunch, you’re going on a mandatory two-week leave of absence.” She rolled right over Aaron’s protestations. “You can call it a vacation if it makes you feel better, but the truth is, you’re not taking care of yourself right now. You’re verging on burnout, and that’s not something I’d wish on anyone, least of all my best social worker. I want you in this office for the long haul, Aaron.”

“I want to be there for the long haul, but I have cases that can’t wait, and my visits. I can’t just—”

“Already rescheduled or otherwise covered.”

“My court appearances….”

“The same,” Pam assured him. “You’re not the only one who can prepare things in advance. I’ve been working the details of this out for almost a month.”

Aaron couldn’t help feeling a little betrayed. “Then why didn’t you bring it up with me a month ago?”

“Because you wouldn’t have technically earned all of that vacation time, and I know how you love technicalities. And because I wanted to see if you’d take advantage of some of the other things the department has on offer first. Like the softball league.”

“I suck at softball. Why would I want to join a league?”

“To be together with your friends and coworkers in a non-work setting?” Pam suggested. “To relax and have a few drinks and enjoy the beautiful spring evenings instead of poring over files you already know by heart?”

“These kids need me!” How could he make her understand? “They’re not just cases, Pam, they’re people. Their lives are seriously affected by every move we make. If I don’t give them my all, what does that make me?” Aaron knew all too well how it felt to be ignored by your case worker. He’d used it in his favor until the day the system finally, terribly, noticed them. That was the beginning of the end.

“They do need you. They need you sharp and they need you focused and they need you to be with them for months and years and not work yourself into an early grave or burn out so bad that you have to go to Kathmandu to find yourself again,” Pam said. “I know it might not feel like it right now, Aaron, but I’m on your side. I really, truly am. And that’s why I’ve got to insist that you take the time off.”

Aaron knew better than to throw himself into the same fist over and over again. “Fine.” He pushed his plate away. “I’ll go back and shut things down.”

“You can finish your lunch first, honey. There’s no hurry.”

He laughed, and it sounded depressingly bitter. How out of it was he, to feel bitter about taking a vacation? A mandatory, choiceless vacation? On second thought…. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Then you can sit and wait for me to finish and walk me back to the office like a gentleman.”

Aaron sighed. “Fine.”

“Oh, honey.” Pam looked at him with eyes full of sympathy. “You’ll see. Having some time away from it all is going to feel like the best thing that ever happened to you.”




Chapter Four

 

 

IN the end, Aaron couldn’t just drive home from work. Not at two in the afternoon. He didn’t think he could face the plain white walls of his duplex that he’d idly considered repainting, or stare out at the weedy garden behind the house that he’d sworn he’d find the time to tend to at the beginning of spring. He hadn’t done either of those things, because he hadn’t had the time. And now that he had it….

“Fuck it.” Cosmetic improvements on his rental were the last thing he wanted to think about today. His home was sterile, a place where he lived in between working hours, a simple place he could go and just be in. He didn’t want to just be, though. He wanted a distraction, something or someone that would actually make him feel better about his current bullshit situation. That meant there was really only one place he could go.

Can I come over?

Right now? U sick? Dying? Bldng on fire?

If only. No. Kicked out of work.

Tyler instantly called. “What the hell? You were fired?” he exclaimed. “That’s fucking—you can’t be fired. You’re the best person they’ve got working there, they can’t—”

“I’m not fired,” Aaron said, feeling a little better just hearing the outrage in Tyler’s voice. “I’ve been forcibly vacationed.”

“What?” Tyler sounded confused. “Is that even a thing?”

“Apparently is it, at least for Pam. I’ve got to take two weeks off from work.”

“Wow. How will you survive?”

“That’s exactly what I said!” It took Aaron a moment to realize that Tyler was laughing at him. “Oh, fuck you.”

“No, don’t be mad! C’mon, don’t be mad at me,” he begged, a chuckle still resonating through his voice. “I’m not glad that they’re makin’ you do something you don’t wanna do, but damn, on the scale of things that you could be forced to do, takin’ a vacation is pretty sweet.”

“No, it isn’t.” Aaron resisted the urge to slam his head against the steering wheel.

“You’re still in the parking lot, aren’t you?”

“Um. No.”

“You are. Look, come over and we’ll work it out.” His laughter was gone now, but his voice was full of confidence. “I’m sure we can find some fun way for you to spend a couple of weeks.”

“I’m not going to force my company on you for two weeks just because you’re fun,” Aaron warned him even as he took off his parking brake.

Tyler was quiet for a long moment. “You’re always welcome here,” he said, sounding very serious. “You know that, right?”

“Yes.”

Tyler had never made him feel otherwise, but it had been bad enough relying almost exclusively on his help when Aaron was sick. He didn’t want that feeling of welcome to become too strained.

“I’ll be there soon.”

“Good.” Tyler hung up and Aaron took a deep breath, then pulled out of the parking lot.

On the rare occasions when Aaron had turned up at Tyler’s place during the day before, Tyler had usually been working in his office, socked feet propped up on the front of his desk as he telecommuted. Aaron didn’t completely understand the ins and outs of Tyler’s job, but apart from the occasional meeting where he deigned to wear a button-down shirt and a tie so that at least his top half looked professional, he was entirely alone. He seemed to like it.

Aaron couldn’t imagine being so isolated, but then, work was where he got in almost all of his socializing, while Tyler actually did things with friends he’d kept from high school and college. Hence things like quiz night at the pub, which he’d invited Aaron to a dozen times. Aaron still hadn’t made it to even one. Was he ruining Tyler’s nights out?

By the time he got to Tyler’s house, Aaron was half-ready to just say, “Fuck it, I’ll catch up on my Netflix queue at home for two weeks.” He entered the front door and was ambushed by Clue, who meowed disconsolately and curled around his feet, demanding attention.

“Hey there,” Aaron said, bending over and lifting the cat up. She left white hair on his dark suit, but it wasn’t like that would matter for a while. He looked around, but Tyler was nowhere to be seen, not even in his office. “Ty?”

“Hey, c’mon in! Fuck, where’d I—” It sounded like he was in the kitchen. Aaron toed off his shoes and wandered that way, a bit listless with the prospect of so much nothingness stretching out in front of him. Maybe he’d let himself see Tyler every other day, if he could swing it. More than that would be too much, right? It had to be.

“There you are, fucker!” Aaron rounded the corner to see Tyler easing a stiff piece of paper out from under the pile of takeout menus stuck to his fridge. “Gotcha.”

“Got what?”

Tyler whirled around. “Hey! Hi! You wanna sit? I’ll get you a beer.” He looked flustered—why, Aaron wasn’t sure, but it didn’t bode well. He set Clue down and sat, but waved the beer away.

“You sure?” Tyler tilted the bottle temptingly. “You might decide you want it after I tell you that I’ve figured out what you can do for your vacation.”

“You want me to do something that’s going to drive me to drink?” Aaron smiled reluctantly. “Sounds great.”

“It is, actually. It’s great. I mean, it could be.” Tyler rubbed a hand across the back of his neck sheepishly, then thrust the piece of paper at Aaron. “Remember this?”

“What is it?” A closer look answered that question, though, and filled Aaron with the sort of painful, conflicted emotions he’d been trying to bury for years without any success. Just looking at the card in his hands made his heart hurt. “Oh. Yeah.”

“Yeah.” Tyler nodded cautiously. “Your brother’s wedding is this next weekend. They sent the invite here ’cause it’s the last place they had an address for you, which you said you were gonna fix when you got the invite for Zach’s high school graduation, like, six years ago now.” Tyler was rushing things now, hurrying to get his words out before Aaron could shut him up. “And I told you about it and you said it didn’t matter ’cause you didn’t have the time off, but I kept it just in case, y’know?”

“Yeah.” Shit, he had to get beyond one-word responses. “I remember. I just… I mean, I bought him something on his registry. That’s the last I thought of it.” Lie. Aaron had lain awake more than once since finding out his little brother, the brother he’d been separated from when they went into the system fifteen years ago, was getting married. How could Zach be old enough for marriage? He’d still been a kid the last time Aaron had seen him, happy with his new family, adopted just like Aaron had known he would be, had feared he would be.

Being Facebook friends and sending the occasional card didn’t make them family again, but Aaron had been… touched by the invitation. Touched, and also guiltily relieved that he had an excuse not to go to the wedding. Seeing Zach again would be stunning, like a punch to the diaphragm, and he just wasn’t sure he could tolerate that level of masochism in himself.

It looked like Tyler wasn’t going to let him quietly ignore it, though.

“You could go now. I’m sure he’d love to have you there.”

“It’s too late,” Aaron immediately tried. “I was supposed to RSVP a month ago, not a week before the ceremony. They wouldn’t even get the card.”

“There’s an online option,” Tyler pointed out. “For last-minute little shits like you.”

“Fuck off, man.”

Tyler snorted, and for a moment it almost felt normal. Then Aaron looked down at the card again. It was so… damn, it was just so prissy. The card was pink and green, with gold embossing and the sort of formal, fancy language that people only ever trotted out for weddings and graduations. Mr. and Mrs. Carl Simpson and Ms. Christine Ellis invite you to celebrate the union of their children, Rebecca Marie Simpson and Zachary Lyle Ellis. Not Zachary Lyle McCoy, the way he’d been born, but Aaron kept their bastard of a father’s last name while Zach was busy dropping everything else to become an Ellis.

It wasn’t fair to be mad at Zach. He’d been six when they’d gone into the foster care system, while Aaron had been thirteen. Zach had been young and cute and well-behaved for his foster parents, while Aaron had…. Anyway, it had all ended with Zach being adopted by Chrissy, slotting into place as the third of her sons like he’d always been there.

I wish I could take you too, she’d said, all well-meaning smiles stained with cigarette smoke, but Aaron had already known she’d never adopt him. He’d been too tough, too disobedient, too bad. Hell, he’d hated baseball too, and that was a cardinal sin as far as Chrissy’s other sons were concerned.

All he’d wanted was for them to last until their mother came and took them back, and then it would go back to normal. He’d take care of both of them, as long as Lia was sober enough to cash in her welfare checks, and they’d be a family. The day Chrissy had announced she was adopting Zach, though, had been the day Aaron had known their mother wouldn’t ever be taking them back. There had been no reason to try after that.

“Hey.” The touch on his elbow made Aaron jump. He looked up into Tyler’s eyes, even kinder than usual, and decided to be honest.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

“You’ll never know if you don’t try,” Tyler encouraged. “Go to the e-vite, click accept, then see how you feel. It might come back and tell ya that they’re all booked up, and then you’ll know for sure.”

“Right.” That was kind of encouraging, actually. “They’ve probably had their tables arranged for months. There won’t even be room for me.” Aaron pulled out his phone and typed in the address anyway, feeling a little nervous.

“You and a plus-one.”

“What?” Online invitation, where, where, there—apply code. Oh, naturally. Aaron checked the card for his “personal wedding code.”

“You get to bring a date, see?” Tyler pointed at the bottom line: We look forward to seeing you and your guest.

Aaron chuckled. “At least that part’s easy to get out of.”

Tyler frowned. “Why would you want to get out of it?”

“Ty. Seriously. Who could I possible bring to the wedding of my estranged brother in scenic Leavenworth, Kansas, home to more prisons than any other town in the US?” He shook his head. “Even Len would have balked at that.” He put in the code and waited for a response. And waited… and waited…. “Goddamn it, just tell me no already,” Aaron muttered.

Thank you! We look forward to seeing you on Saturday!

“Fuck.”

“It said yeah, huh?” Tyler sounded smug.

“It’s just an automated message. It doesn’t mean anything,” Aaron protested.

“Well, now you’ve gotta go.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You RSVPed. That’s like a sacred vow. You can’t back out after that.” He looked over Aaron’s shoulder at the phone. “Do you get a meal choice? If there’s steak, you should get the steak. Wedding chicken always sucks.”

“How would you even know that?”

“Are you kidding?” Tyler scoffed. “Shit, I’ve been to, like, three weddings this past year. Everybody offers some kind of chicken, and it always blows. At least if it’s fish you can tell if it’s gonna suck because it’ll look like crap, but chicken gets disguised by sauces. Don’t do it.”

How did Aaron not know any of this? “Who do you know who got married?”

Tyler shrugged. “Some people from college, and Mrs. Ratched’s granddaughter got married over Christmas and she needed someone to drive her from the old folk’s home to the ceremony and back.”

“You still talk to her?” Mrs. Ratched had been their neighbor for a few years when Aaron had first moved in, but she’d gone into an assisted living facility almost a decade ago.

“Of course. She wants all the gossip about the people who bought her place, and I get cookies out of it.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Her cookies are the best, hand to God. Don’t tell Mama—she’d kill me if she knew.”

Aaron’s phone chimed with an incoming email. “Hang on.” Maybe it was Pam, telling him ha, she’d really just been joking, and he should come back to work immediately. Maybe someone needed something that only he could provide.

No, it was from… “Oh.”

“What?”

“It’s from Zach.”

“Yeah?” Tyler seemed excited. “What’s he say?”

“I haven’t opened it yet.”

“Why not?”

Because maybe he just found out it was me who RSVPed and he’s telling me not to come after all. Even though Aaron was pretty sure he didn’t actually want to attend the wedding, he still didn’t want to see his brother’s refusal spelled out in plain, unblinking letters.

Still, it wouldn’t get any better if he just sat there thinking about it. Aaron took a deep breath. “Hold your horses,” he said lightly, then opened his mail. The one from Zach sat at the very top of the list with no subject. Great, that was a good sign. He opened it.

Aaron, hey! I didn’t think you were able to come, but I’m so glad you can after all! Becky’s excited to meet you, and I know Mom will be happy to see you again. We’re living with her in the family house until after the wedding, but there’s plenty of room here so you should stay too. Who are you bringing with you? When will you get here? I can’t wait to see you again. Call me when you get close. At the very bottom of it was a phone number.

Aaron swallowed dryly. He did it again. “Huh.”

“Is that a good huh or a bad huh?”

“Good,” Aaron said blankly. “I think. He says he’s happy I’m coming.”

“Of course he is. He’s your brother.” Tyler sounded a little smug. “What else?”

“He wants me to stay in the house with him and Chrissy while I’m there.”

“A little weird, but nice, I guess. What else?”

“He wants to know who I’m bringing with me.”

“Well, duh.” Tyler spread his arms wide. “You’re bringin’ me, of course.”

Aaron almost dropped the phone. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re bringin’ me. I’m the perfect plus-one for this. Hear me out.” Tyler held up a hand and raised a finger. “One, I can bring my work with me so there’s no need to worry about inconveniencing me or some crap like that. Plus I’ve got some time off coming to me, so I’m not hurting for freedom. Two, I’ve never been to Kansas before so it’ll be like a real vacation, even if the most scenic thing we pass is a gigantic fuckin’ corncob statue on the side of the road.”

“Where did you even get that idea?” Aaron marveled.

“Don’t knock my love for awful monuments. They give road trips flavor. And three, road trip! You and me!” Tyler was bouncing on his toes with excitement. “What’s not to love?”

“It wouldn’t be much of a road trip. Kansas is just a few states away.”

“That just means we have to get the most from it. Lots of stops. Stupid sightseeing. Crazy restaurants. Singin’ along with the radio. Y’know.” He shrugged. “The good stuff.”

“You really want to go on a road trip with me?”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “You need me to tattoo it on my forehead?”

“To my brother’s wedding? To the house of the woman who decided she didn’t want to take me but who had no problem taking my little brother?” A little of the bounce went out of Tyler’s frame, and Aaron felt guilty, but he needed to get this out. “This visit, trip, whatever… it’s not going to be a really fun one for me. I haven’t seen Zach in over a decade for a lot of reasons, and the last place I ever wanted to go back to was Leavenworth. I’m probably going to be pretty shitty company.”

Tyler shrugged. “I’ve seen you worse.”

“I’m not so sure of that.”

“Then I can handle you worse. I know you, man. You don’t have to pretend everything’s all right when it’s not. You also don’t have to be left to brood on everything until it makes you sick, either. Be honest.” He leveled his straightforward gaze on Aaron. “Do you really want to do this on your own? Will that make it better? Or can I come with you?”

“I’m not sure why you want to,” Aaron confessed.

“’Cause you’re my best friend. I’ll always want to be doing what you’re doing.” He laughed suddenly. “Except your fuckin’ paperwork. That shit can go jump in a dumpster fire for all I care. So c’mon, Aaron.” He batted his eyelashes—his long, dark eyelashes that made his eyes so hard to look away from—and clasped his hands in front of his chest. “Can I be your date?”

A small, rarely acknowledged nook in the back of Aaron’s mind told him that this was the sound of a door opening that he’d slammed shut a long time ago and for a very good reason. Did he really want to open it up again? He knew Tyler didn’t mean date in the traditional sense, that he was going along with this because they were friends, best friends, and he was a nice person who wanted to give Aaron a break.

It didn’t matter that occasionally, Aaron looked at Tyler and couldn’t help wondering what it would be like if they were more than friends. And that was unhealthy, left him fixated in a way that Tyler wouldn’t be able to tolerate, left him vulnerable to losing the only really good thing going in his life other than his job, and that wasn’t supportable. Aaron wasn’t going to risk Tyler’s friendship over something as simple as longing. He could beat it down. He was good at beating himself down.

Tyler’s smile was slipping away, and Aaron realized he’d let the silence go on for too long. He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Yes, fine, you can be my date.”

“Awesome!” Happiness looked better on Tyler than anything else. So what if Aaron ended up uncomfortable for a little while? He was going to be uncomfortable anyway. He might as well be in the company of his best friend than alone in a house he barely remembered with people he hardly knew how to face. At least he wasn’t going to have to do it by himself.

That would be enough. It would be more than enough. Aaron would make sure of it.




Chapter Five

 

 

THE last time Aaron had driven farther than the far end of the county had been to Memphis for a work seminar. The time before that, it had been to Nashville for the same. In fact, Aaron hadn’t even left the state of Tennessee since he’d moved there at the age of eighteen, alone and frightened but more than anything else, determined. He’d never been on a road trip, unless you counted the time that his mother’s next-to-last boyfriend before the separation had shoved them all into a car to go watch the Royals spring training in Surprise, Arizona. And ha-ha, surprise, but they never even got that far. They’d ended up spending four days in a hotel less than a hundred miles from their house where the adults got high and he and Zach spent most of their time in the hotel pool.

Tyler, on the other hand, had road-tripped in the past. He’d gone as far as Calgary once, right after his graduation from college. He’d asked Aaron to go with him then, and Aaron had declined, like Tyler must have known he would. But he’d sent pictures from Banff National Park and sunsets along the highway and yeah, a lot of kooky statues and seedy roadside motels that were just kitschy enough to appeal to Tyler’s sense of fun. Aaron hadn’t been jealous of the trip, but he’d definitely been a little wistful.

Now they were having a road trip of their own, but wistful definitely wasn’t one of the emotions happening. For starters, they’d be taking Tyler’s car, a fifteen-year-old 4Runner with a hundred thousand miles on it that would get shit mileage compared to Aaron’s Prius, but that could admittedly hold a lot more stuff. And the stuff, holy shit.

“They’re snacks.”

“It’s a damn garbage bag full of snacks. It’s like you think there aren’t any restaurants between here and Kansas,” Aaron argued. “A bag of chips, okay. A candy bar, okay. But why do we need five packages of Pringles? And a cooler full of Coke? And—” He dug out one particularly hideous bag. “—cheese straws? Seriously? You never eat shit like this at home.”

“We’re not gonna be home. We’re gonna be on the road. This is road food.”

“You’re so full of shit.”

“Hey, I could have bought chitlins, but I didn’t out of respect for your dainty sensibilities,” Tyler said. “We’re goin’ somewhere that’s not home, so we’ve got to bring a little of home along with us. And that means bad food, man. Your brother will appreciate the moon pies, I guarantee it.”

“Sure you do.” He was probably right too.

At least there was still plenty of room for their luggage, not that they needed much of it. The only things that required any particular care were the suits, which Tyler had said they should “try to match, so none of your court suits. They’re all black and that’s not a good color for a wedding.” In the end, they’d opted for shades of navy blue close enough to look deliberately alike. Tyler’s was a leftover from his sister Marin’s wedding a few years ago, one that Aaron had never seen him wear. He hadn’t known the older Howards children very well; they’d all moved out of the house by the time he’d gotten here, and Tyler had never seemed overanxious to share Aaron with them. Apart from Diana and Theo’s holiday parties, he hadn’t had much to do with them.

Aaron’s suit was something that Len had convinced him to buy just a few weeks before they broke up. “You never know when you’ll need to get a little dressy,” he’d said as he’d almost dragged Aaron into the store. “It doesn’t hurt to be ready to look good.” In retrospect, it was entirely possible that Len had been throwing Aaron a hint he was too damned obtuse to pick up on. Now he had a classic, two-button, notched-lapel suit that had been sitting in his closet in its bag that was actually going to see the light of day.

They spent the rest of Monday packing, planning, and arguing over the details, and Aaron was so absorbed by it all that it wasn’t until he climbed into the guest bed at Tyler’s house that he realized he hadn’t thought about Tommy in hours. Guilt swamped him, and he almost reached for his phone before he remembered that he’d been warned off it. Pam knew what she was doing. Whit knew what he was doing. Tommy was far from helpless. He’d be all right. He was safe. He’d be fine.

It took Aaron a long time to believe that enough to fall asleep, though.

 

 

THEY woke up before the sun rose on Tuesday morning, Aaron because he had a compulsive need to make sure that everything was packed, checked, and double-checked, and Tyler to take Clue over to the cat sitter’s house. Aaron had bagels and travel mugs of coffee ready to go when Tyler got back, and he even managed to persuade Tyler out of his pajamas and into a pair of jeans for the road.

“It feels weird,” Tyler complained as he grudgingly trooped into his bedroom to change. “It’s not like we’re gonna be around anybody who cares what I wear, and we’ll spent most of our time in the car anyway.”

“You’re the one who wants to stop every other mile to enjoy the ‘cultural attractions,’” Aaron said, putting the air quotes in just to annoy. It worked, if the head shake that Tyler threw at him was any indication, and he grinned. “If I’m walking around outside with you, then I expect you to look like a fully functional human being and not an overgrown five-year-old.”

“Flannel pj’s are still pants!”

“They’re not pants enough.”

“I’mma make you listen to Creed for this,” Tyler vowed as he pulled a pair of jeans on over his boxers. Aaron looked away. “Or Nickelback. We’re not even gonna glance in the direction of NPR for the next five hundred miles. I want you to know that.”

“We’ll see.”

In the end, they compromised on the music—mostly inoffensive country singers instead of the news or bad pop artists—and were on their way. Aaron let Tyler drive, and while they stayed on familiar roads, it hardly felt like anything momentous was happening.

It wasn’t until they got onto I-40 and started in on the stretch between Knoxville and Nashville that Tyler finally said, “You’ve gotta stop lookin’ back, Aaron. You’re gonna hurt your neck.”

“I didn’t even realize I was doing it.”

“I know.” Tyler looked over at him. “You’re about thirty miles into your vacation so far. How’s it feel?”

“Not… amazing,” Aaron confessed. “I know—logically I know that everything that needs to be taken care of is. Pam’s on top of it; my cases are covered; I don’t have to worry about my clients. I shouldn’t worry about them—that’s the whole point of taking some time off, right? I’m supposed to rest and relax and clear my head. But I’m just not sure that I can.”

“Well, we’ve got a long way to go,” Tyler said with surprising diplomacy. “Distance’ll make it easier. So will distraction.”

Aaron paused, then reluctantly smiled. “That’s part of why you want to stop so much, isn’t it?”

Tyler nodded. “That and the fact that five hundred miles isn’t even a day’s drive. We’ll get to St. Louis too early and have nothin’ to do if we don’t slow things down along the way. It’s not about the destination.”

“It’s about the journey. I know.”

“It’s about all the shit you can get up to on the journey, yeah,” Tyler agreed with a grin.

Tuesday morning traffic heading into Nashville was just as bad as Aaron thought it would be. Aaron wasn’t the one driving, though, and he was still tired enough from the previous night that it was pretty easy just to put the seat back and fall asleep to the lull of the stop-and-go. Tyler woke him up exactly twice on the way to Memphis: once to look at the picture of a mule on a cliff and once to see where the infamous Buford Pusser had died. Both were a little anticlimactic.

“You’ve got to be a real badass to walk around fighting with moonshiners and bears and all that shit and have a name like Pusser,” Tyler said as they walked toward the memorial, which was nothing more than a sign with the man’s name on it where his car had exploded.

“I don’t know that I believe the bear story,” Aaron said, stretching his arms above his head as they walked. Tyler’s car was roomy compared to his, but his spine still didn’t really care for being stuck in one position for hours on end. At least at work, he could get up and move around every half hour… and he really needed to stop thinking about work.

“It’s true! Buford Pusser was shot, stabbed, beaten, hit by a car, and he wrestled a bear and lived to tell about it before his car was sabotaged.”

“His car being sabotaged wasn’t proven, though, right?”

Tyler nudged Aaron’s shoulder with his own. “You’ve got to keep a sense of perspective with stories like this. Kills all the romance of it to say that he just got into a drunk accident.”

“The romance of it?” Aaron chuckled. “What kind of romance are you talking about?”

“The kind that sweeps you up and carries you away, even if it’s kind of a rough ride. Something bigger than yourself, something with legend. Tennessee is the land of legends, Aaron. We’ve got Elvis, Jack Daniels, Davy Crockett. And we’ve got Buford Pusser, and he wrestled a damn bear and was blown up by a bunch of criminals. Got it?”

“Yeah.” Aaron nudged Tyler back. “I guess I get it.”

“Good.” They stared at the memorial sign for a few more seconds, and then Aaron said, “Okay, let’s go to Gus’s for fried chicken, I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving.”

“And you’re a poor, sorry soul who’s never experienced this fried chicken before.” Aaron almost had to jog to keep up with Tyler’s long legs on the way back to the car. “But you’re gonna today, and then you’ll see.”

Gus’s was jam-packed, a little hole-in-the-wall redolent with the scents of pepper and grease. The chicken, however, was just as good as claimed. Aaron ate his basketful and then got another, because he’d be damned if he was going to resort to snacking on pork cracklins and cheese straws in the car when he could be full of this chicken.

“Told you.” Tyler looked smug.

“I’m eating this much out of self-defense against your awful snack foods,” Aaron informed him.

“Yeah-huh. Keep tellin’ yourself that.”

They cut north from there, and Tyler gleefully reminded Aaron of all the dumb car games they could play when he should be keeping his eyes on the damn road instead of the license plates of the other cars.

“I swear to God, you hit me again and I’m taking the wheel,” Aaron warned Tyler after the third sock to the shoulder for an out-of-state license plate.

“You’re spoiling my fun. Fine.” Tyler gazed out at the traffic for a moment, then grinned. “Okay, what about this game? It’s super easy, no starin’ at license plates needed.”

Aaron didn’t say anything, and Tyler turned a wheedling expression on him.

“Come on, we’re still three hours out from St. Louis. We’ve got to pass the time somehow!”

“I brought a book.”

“I’m vetoing that. Play with me.”

“We could switch and you could get some work done.”

“Um, not just no, but hell no. Play with meeeeee.”

Damn it, Aaron hated that tone of voice. It was too easy to imagine that Tyler was serious sometimes. “What’s the game?”

“Excellent!” Tyler’s grin was back with a vengeance. “It’s really easy. All you have to do is read the name off the backs of the RVs we see, and put ‘anal’ in front of them.”

Aaron stared at Tyler for a long moment. “Did you get this idea from South Park?”

“Maybe, I can’t remember. It’s a good game, though. Look!” He pointed down the road. “Read the side of that.”

“I don’t have my glasses on.”

“I’ll read it for you, then. Fun Finder.” Tyler laughed out loud. “Oh my God, that’s a great one to start with. Anal Fun Finder!”

“It’s childish.”

“It’s funny.”

“You’re childish.”

“Your face is childish.” Tyler beamed at him. “Admit it. It’s a funny game.”

Well… shit. “Okay, it’s funny.”

“Damn straight it is! Get your glasses on and you do the next one.”

Aaron reached down into his backpack and pulled them out, cleaned the lenses and slid the world into focus. “Fine. Where’s another RV?”

“There’s one coming up on the right. Check it out.”

Aaron stared out the window. “Hideout.”

“No, you have to say the full thing. It’s not a Hideout, it’s an—” He looked at Aaron expectantly.

“Anal Hideout.” Aaron said it as deadpan as he could manage, and sure enough, Tyler burst into laughter. It warmed Aaron up a little just to watch him enjoy himself so much.

“You have to say it that way for all of them! Keep going.”

“We have to wait for another one to come along.”

“There’ll be plenty,” Tyler predicted. “Summer’s almost here. That means people start shiftin’ in the South. Like there’s much difference between the mosquitoes in Georgia and the ones in Alabama.”

“Right. Because everybody knows if you want a good mosquito, you have to come to Tennessee.”

“Exactly. Home state pride, baby.”

“Leavenworth is right on the Missouri River,” Aaron said, not quite sure why he was suddenly volunteering the information. “I remember we lived one year in a little house right on the bank, close to the railroad tracks. I was… maybe eight? The house had a screen door to keep out the bugs, but it was so hot that year that my mother opened up all the windows at night. We got whole swarms of mosquitoes in the house. I had to rig up a teepee for myself and Zach in our bedroom to keep them off us.” Aaron remembered the myriad red dots all over his baby brother’s skin, the way Zach had scratched and cried. Aaron had used so much calamine lotion on the toddler that he’d been more pink than pale.

“I guess maybe Kansas wins when it comes to mosquitoes, then,” Tyler said somberly. Aaron missed his laugh.

“Yeah.” He looked back out at the road. “Anal Hurricane.”

“Nice one.”

They passed an Anal Sunseeker, Anal Komfort—complete with the K. Aaron couldn’t have made that up. The only way it could have been better was if it was spelled Kumfort—Anal Competitor, and Anal Vengeance before they switched places, and then Tyler amused himself with the radio until they got into St. Louis. Tyler had found them a place for the night in an AirBNB apartment with two bedrooms and a view of the silver arch that was really the only thing Aaron knew about the place.

“Pretty,” Tyler noted as he threw his duffel bag down on the couch. The woman who owned the place also owned the apartment next to it, and had greeted them with iced tea and a plate of cookies on the kitchen counter, as well as an offer to set up a dinner reservation or a river cruise for the evening.

Aaron had laughed. “We’ll just play it by ear,” he’d said to her. “Thank you, though.”

Half the plate of cookies was gone by the time Aaron got back from putting his bag away and using the bathroom. “You are a black hole,” he informed Tyler.

“I can’t help having a high metabolism.”

“You won’t have it forever.”

Tyler snorted. “Have you seen my parents? Food don’t stick to our bones. Half the church women wanted to smack my mama for eating all the things they couldn’t in front of them and the other half wanted to use her as a guinea pig for all their least healthy recipes. Thirty years of that and she’s the same size now that she was when they got married. And she doesn’t have diabetes. I’m set, man.”

“Don’t tempt fate.” Aaron didn’t know whether he came from the sort of people who were genetically predisposed to heart problems or strokes or cancer, but he did know he had the makings of an addict. The prospect scared him so much that he never took a painkiller stronger than aspirin and fought hard to keep his coffee habit down to one cup a day, just in case. He’d have a beer with Tyler, but never more than one. “Are you still hungry?”

“Yeah.”

“Of course you are,” Aaron muttered as he pulled out his phone. “What do you want?”

“Oh, someplace with atmosphere, maybe candles and a nice view where we can get a decent wine to pair with our meal.”

Aaron stared at Tyler, who said nothing for a long moment before breaking out in a grin. “Barbecue, of course.”

“That’s what I thought.”

They settled on Bogart’s Smokehouse, caught a cab there, and spent the next hour going through plates of smoked meat and more sauces than Aaron knew what to do with. Tennessee had barbecue, good barbecue, but apparently this place was legend and he could see why. By the end of the meal, Tyler was licking his fingers clean, and Aaron had to throw a moist towelette at him to remind him not to be a heathen.

It was still relatively early, but they’d gotten up before dawn and Aaron was feeling the length of the day. He wanted his phone to buzz with a message to distract him. He wanted to check his email and see what was piling up. He wanted to check in at work and make sure everything was going smoothly, except Pam had sworn to kill him if he did.

“Let’s go to the arch.”

Aaron blinked and refocused his attention on Tyler. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Let’s go see the arch. You can go up it, you know. They’ve got a tram and everything.”

“At seven in the evening?”

“They’re open until ten,” Tyler wheedled. “We can watch the sunset or something. C’mon. I’m not ready to go back to the apartment and do old-person stuff.”

“Old-person stuff.” Jesus H. Christ. “You mean shower and sleep?”

“Yeah, exactly. I knew we should have brought my games.”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “You can survive a week without your Xbox.” It was kind of early, though. “All right, let’s go.”

“Yes!”

It was a seven-minute Lyft ride from the restaurant to the arch, and it wasn’t until they were standing at the base of it, waiting in line for their turn to ride to the top, that someone started having second thoughts. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Aaron.

“Shit, that’s high.”

Aaron checked the pamphlet. “Six hundred and thirty feet.”

“That would be a hell of a long way to fall.”

He gently hip-checked Tyler. “I’m pretty sure there are precautions in place up there to keep people from falling.”

“Yeah.” Tyler chewed on his bottom lip as they stepped closer to the entrance. “What about mechanical failure, though?”

“They probably do maintenance on this thing all the time, Ty. We’re not going to plunge to our deaths or anything.” Aaron was actually a little surprised by Tyler’s emerging phobia. “You’ve literally jumped out of an airplane before.” And he had, on his twenty-first birthday, a stunt that Aaron had politely refused to get in on. “How is it that you’re even remotely afraid of heights?”

“It’s not the heights, really. It’s the depths that get on my nerves. And jumpin’ out of a plane, man—that’s not even like falling, you’re too high up to have any sense of perspective with the horizon. It’s more like being in a wind tunnel.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

They got their own car on the tram to take them to the top. Aaron sat and Tyler took a spot next to him, but as soon as they were moving, he was on his feet, one hand pressed to the glass of the little window, the other one tapping restlessly against his thigh. “This thing lurches,” he complained after the first thirty seconds. “What the hell kind of engineer designs a train that lurches as you go up? This isn’t a damn amusement park.”

“We’ll be at the top before you know it.”

“Unless we fall to our deaths first,” Tyler muttered. “World’s worst date.”

Aaron chuckled. “Good thing it’s not a date, then.”

“Hell no, it’s not, not if we don’t live through it.”

He reached out and clasped Tyler’s tapping hand. “It’s okay.”

Tyler glanced down. “Yeah? Since when are you the optimist?”

“Since I got a grasp on statistics. We’re going to be fine.”

Tyler didn’t say anything, but he didn’t let go of Aaron’s hand either. By the time they got to the observation deck, he seemed less antsy and tugged Aaron out of their car and over to the larger, western-facing windows. Their timing was perfect—the sun was just disappearing over the horizon. The brilliant blue of the sky was slowly fading to indigo, and the high, quilt-like clouds had turned pink and orange in the fading light. Aaron didn’t think he’d ever been this high up outside of the two airplane rides he’d had in his life, and even then, the view hadn’t been this good.

“’S pretty,” Tyler commented.

“Beautiful.” It felt good, actually—kind of freeing to be so removed from the surface of the earth. Like being a little closer to the sky gave him permission to let his mind wander. Aaron felt tension he hadn’t even realized he was holding in his shoulders suddenly leave, and he relaxed with an almost-orgasmic shudder.

Tyler looked at him and smiled. “Imagine the view from the Empire State Building or the Eiffel Tower.”

“Ha-ha. Don’t tease me.”

“I’m not teasin’ you. You could go there, y’know. You could go anywhere, see what somewhere farther off than St. Louis has to offer.”

Aaron shook his head. “I can’t picture traveling like that by myself.” Those seemed like once-in-a-lifetime trips, and it didn’t make sense to go somewhere like that when the only person he’d be sharing it with was himself.

“Nobody says you have to be alone.”

Yeah, but it wasn’t like he had prospects beating down his door either. “Let’s look out the other side.”




Chapter Six

 

 

AARON woke up to a dry mouth and a hole in the pit of his stomach. It took him a second to remember that he hadn’t had anything to drink last night. No, his feelings were entirely courtesy of the anxiety that came from realizing this was Wednesday, and they were no more than four hours away from the Kansas border. Why the fuck hadn’t they waited to leave until later in the week? The wedding wasn’t until Saturday―they could have started driving tomorrow and gotten here with just one day to kill instead of the four that loomed large in front of him.

For the first time in a long while, Aaron wished he was still on his antianxiety medications. He’d taken them all through college, a way to get past the worst of his panic attacks and depression. Eventually he’d asked his doctor if he could quit them and cut back until he’d finally stopped completely. He needed to be alert for his job, and while it could be stressful, it was purposeful the way that going to classes and doing homework had never quite managed to feel. Being a good student had never stood in the way of disappointment before, but being a good employee, especially for the government, meant that he was relatively safe. It wasn’t just staying busy. It was feeling like he was doing something more, being part of something bigger than himself. As long as he did his job to the best of his abilities, he wouldn’t be found wanting. He would have a place.

Except he didn’t have that, at the moment, which was why he was on the road with Tyler instead of walking into the office in half an hour. Aaron groaned, pushed out from under the unfamiliar comforter—it smelled like lavender, which he might never want to smell again—and headed for the kitchen.

Tyler was already there, laptop open, face intent as he worked on God knew what. He was in his flannel pj’s, so no meeting, but he had a large cup of coffee on the counter next to him. The pot, set up to the side of the refrigerator, was still halfway full.

He glanced up as Aaron entered the room and smiled. “Hey. Sleep well?”

“Meh.” Aaron shuffled for the counter and found a cup waiting for him. Nice. “That lavender smell made me feel like I was sleeping in a perfume factory.”

“Mine was rosewater.”

Aaron paused with the pot halfway lifted. “What the hell is rosewater?”

“Probably just what it sounds like, but that’s not what it smelled like. It was….” He wrinkled his nose. “Cloying.”

“Your mother puts potpourri in her bathrooms, a habit that you’ve continued, by the way. I’m thinking rosewater doesn’t really gross you out too much.”

“You callin’ me girly?”

“No. Just a mama’s boy.”

“Well.” He ducked his head. “That’s kind of true, I guess.”

The coffee was made Tyler-style: a little on the weak side so he could drink it without sugar and with a lot of cream.

Aaron was used to stronger stuff, but he wasn’t going to complain. “So.” He sat next to Tyler at the counter. “What do you think of expanding our road trip?”

Tyler frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, maybe we should go somewhere else before settling into Leavenworth. I mean, the wedding isn’t for a while. We could bypass Kansas completely and go north to Chicago. See the view from the top of the Sears Tower.”

“Aaron….”

“Or head down into Oklahoma. There has to be something to do in Oklahoma City, right?”

“We already said we’d be there today.”

Aaron didn’t say anything, just stared into his mug. His wavery reflection stared back at him, clear as mud, just like his thoughts.

“Did Zach email you? Is he bein’ weird?”

“No.” He needed to shut that line of inquiry down before Tyler got protective. “It’s nothing anybody said, it’s just… not much of a road trip if it only lasts a couple of days, right?”

A lot of the time, Tyler was a pain in the ass: immature, rowdy, like an overgrown puppy that didn’t know its tail could knock you down. Sometimes, though, he knew exactly the right thing to do and did it with so much poise that it was hard to realize you were being played exactly how you needed to be.

Instead of teasing―or worse, getting serious―he pushed his laptop away, took a sip of coffee, and said, “It’s your first road trip in, like, forever. Let’s not get carried away. If you want, we can go the long way heading back. I’d like to see Chicago.” He wiggled one hand uncertainly. “Oklahoma City, though, I think we could give that a pass. What’re we gonna look at, oil derricks? Wind turbines?”

Aaron relaxed a little. “Chicago it is, then. If you can afford the time.”

Tyler shrugged. “I can if you let me get some of my work done before we head out this morning. Don’t have to leave before noon, but I figured I’d take advantage of the good Wi-Fi.”

“No problem.” Aaron got up to start looking through the fridge. “Are you hungry? I’ll make something for breakfast.” There were plenty of vegetables, a carton of eggs, some feta… “We can use the groceries here, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then I’m fixing us an omelet.”

“That sounds good for me, but what’ll you eat?”

“Ha-ha,” Aaron said as he fished around in the cabinets under the countertops for a pan. Bam, right where they should have been. Only Tyler put pots and pans up high and dishes down low. “It’ll be a big omelet. I don’t want to have to stop on the road again….” He let his voice drift off for a moment. “Tiny omelet, actually. One egg. We’ll have to stop for a second breakfast and lunch too.”

“Sounds good.”

Breakfast did end up good, if not tiny. Aaron showered and dressed, packed his things and tried to read his book on the couch while Tyler plugged away at his work. Sharp Teeth just wasn’t holding his attention, though. Aaron kept glancing at his phone, looking away, looking at it again. He could look. He might as well. He’d be better prepared, and there was nothing he hated worse than being caught unprepared.

“Fuck it,” he muttered, and picked up his phone. He opened it up to Facebook and, for the first time ever, typed in his brother’s name. Zachary Ellis.

The banner was obviously something from an engagement photo, Zach and a pretty brunette doing some sort of “running through a field of wildflowers” thing. It looked strange, especially juxtaposed with Zach’s profile picture, which was a shot of him balancing a can of beer on the bridge of his nose. Aaron took a deep breath, then clicked on the rest of the photos.

There were pictures through the years of him with Chrissy and her other kids, plenty of Zach playing with his dog too, a wire-haired terrier who came up about knee high. There were a bunch of him hanging out with a group of guys, sometimes in uniform, sometimes not—right, Zach worked as a guard in the Leavenworth Detention Center, one of the five prisons in the town’s vicinity and the largest employers other than the nearby army base. There were a bunch of him and the girl he’d been running through a field with—Becky, right. She was pretty, in a wholesome kind of way. In almost all the pictures of the two of them together, Zach looked over the moon just to be next to her.

Aaron clicked the formal Engagement Photos folder and couldn’t help grinning a little. Wow, they’d gone all out on cheesy poses, that was for sure. There were also several of Becky surrounded by a posse of bridesmaids—what, three of them? Four? Pictures of girls trying on bubblegum-pink dresses and posing together as they toasted with mimosas. Zach with his groomsmen was a little different: barbecuing, throwing around a football, drinking, eating, cheering at some sort of sporting event. It was a surprisingly big wedding party, all things considered.

“Those dresses ain’t gonna last the night.”

Aaron glanced over his shoulder at Tyler, who was putting away his laptop and sneaking a peek of the phone simultaneously. “Bright pink chiffon and red wine with dinner? Or a bartender who makes a mean tequila sunrise? Those girls’ll be rainbow-colored by the end of the night.”

“Maybe not.”

“They’re partyers, man. They’re gonna get a little crazy. Guys too. Wait and see. I bet you’re the only one still wearing your tie by the end of the night.”

“Probably. Fuck.” Aaron turned off his phone. “I’m going to be the buzzkill.”

Long, gangly arms enfolded his head and shoulders from behind. Aaron squawked and tried to pull away, but Tyler had him in a death grip. “Nah, you won’t,” he predicted. “If these Kansan hicks can’t appreciate you, that’s their damn mistake. ’Sides, you’ll loosen up with a few beers in you.”

“One beer.”

“It’s a wedding, man. You’re gonna want more just to make it through the damn thing. Trust me.” Tyler let him go and jumped over the couch to bounce next to him. “Open bar’s the best part, right?”

Aaron shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been to a wedding before.”

Tyler looked… well, gobsmacked was how Aaron wanted to put it. “That can’t be. What about Shelly’s wedding?” Shelly was Tyler’s youngest sister, the sibling who was only ten years older than he was.

“I didn’t go, remember? She was having it in Florida, and I had summer school.”

“Shit. I do remember that. I wanted to stay behind too, but Shelly would have killed me. What about Karen?”

“Not invited.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’d only been living at your house for a few months at that point. I wasn’t expecting an invitation,” Aaron said. He’d have been astonished if he’d gotten one, actually. Karen didn’t even know him back then.

It didn’t seem to make Tyler feel any better, though. “And my mama let her get away with manners like that?”

“Your mom asked if I wanted to go, and I said no.”

Diana was one of the kindest souls Aaron had ever met, but he wasn’t going to abuse her hospitality like that.

“Why don’t I remember this?”

“Probably because you were fifteen.”

Tyler shook his head. “No, I would have known even then. It wouldn’t have felt right, you not being there.”

Well, that was flattering. “Was that when you had mono?”

“Maybe. Fuck.” Tyler stared at him. “This is really your first wedding?”

“Yep.”

“Then they’re definitely not gonna ruin it for you. Don’t worry, man.” He clapped Aaron on the shoulder. “I’ve got your back.”

“Just keep me from fucking it up, all right?” Aaron didn’t want this to be about him. Honestly, if he could have arranged to meet with his brother at another time, for almost any other reason, he’d have felt better about it. Of course, he might have begged off of anything else, too. He’d actually done that here, at first.

“I will, I will. But really, all you’ve gotta do is not get drunk and set anything on fire or fuck anybody in the wedding party and you’re probably golden.”

“That’s super reassuring, thanks.”

“Think of it this way,” Tyler advised as he headed for his bedroom. “It’s been, like, fourteen years since you’ve seen your brother in person, right? And he’s the one getting married on Saturday. You really think you’re going to be more nervous than he is heading into this?”

“Yeah, I do.” Aaron looked through more of the pictures. It seemed like his brother had a lot of friends. “He’s got a whole life here, and I’m….” Not part of it.

Tyler heaved a sigh. “Your brother has been dating the same girl since high school. He’s got the same job that everybody else in town has got. He’s been with this ‘new’ family of his for most of his life. And now his brother’s comin’ into town, then he’s going from bachelor to married, and then he’s pickin’ up and movin’ to Missouri with his new wife so she can go to grad school over here. Everything in his life is about to change, Aaron. Trust me, he’s nervous.”

“How do you know all that?” Aaron demanded.

“Are you kidding me? I’ve been stalking Zach online ever since I learned his name. I’ve been Facebook friends with him for, like, a year and a half.”

“Why would you bother?”

Tyler brought his bag out and flopped down next to Aaron again. “Because I wanted to know more about you.”

“You could have just asked.”

Tyler snorted. “Yeah, ’cause that’s worked out so well in the past. And whatever, you’re entitled to your secrets. I’d never make you share anything you don’t want to. But you can’t blame me for lookin’ for clues wherever I could find them.”

Aaron knew he was gaping, but he couldn’t help it. “I didn’t know you wanted clues!”

“Well, I’d prefer just out-and-out sharing, but I’ll take what I can get, y’know? But it’s okay,” he insisted. “I mean it about the sharing thing. Just because I don’t keep secrets from you doesn’t mean you’ve got to reciprocate.”

“You’ve got secrets from me,” Aaron scoffed.

“Oh yeah?” Tyler crossed his arms. “Name one.”

“I can’t name them―if I could they wouldn’t be secrets.”

“You can’t name any because they don’t exist. Who did I lose my virginity to? Chelsea Dawkins. Who was my—”

“Wait, it wasn’t Carl?”

Tyler waggled a hand. “Carl was the first guy, but technically the first person I ever came with was Chelsea, so I’m givin’ it to her. And see?” He pointed a finger at Aaron. “The fact that you knew to ask for clarification proves my point! You know all this stuff about me. I’m an open fuckin’ book to you.”

Aaron narrowed his eyes. “Are you pissed about something?”

“No!”

“Because you sound kind of pissed.”

“I’m not, I just….” Tyler ran a hand through his hair. “I wish you’d listen to me when I tell you you’re gonna be all right. I might not know everything, but I do know you, as well as anybody does. You’re smart, you’re tough, you’re really good with people when you’re tryin’. I feel like you’re expecting something to come at you once we get there, though, and I can’t help you with it if I don’t know what it is.”

“Oh.” Well. That made sense, in a weird, tactical kind of way. Watching Tyler fidget on the other end of the couch, not meeting Aaron’s eyes as though he already felt like he’d pushed too hard, when Aaron hadn’t given him anything… he had a point.

“It’s because I don’t know what to expect, and I sort of feel like I should.” Aaron sighed, then shrugged. “It’s a bullshit answer, but that’s what I’ve got. I hate being ignorant. You know I do, but with everything to do with my birth family, I’ve cultivated a sort of… distance, ever since I left Kansas. Chrissy never said I couldn’t call to talk to Zach, or that I could never ask to see him now and then. She even encouraged me to, as far as that went, but I couldn’t take her up on it. I was too….” Angry. Hurt. Scared. “Upset to keep my hand in, and now, yeah, that bugs me.”

He held up his phone. “Everything on this, everything Zach’s lived since we went our separate ways, I’ve had no part in it. And I feel bad about that, and I hate feeling bad because I don’t think it’s logical under the circumstances, but that’s feelings for you.”

Tyler looked at him searchingly. “I didn’t know you missed him so much.”

“I haven’t,” Aaron confessed. “Not for years. And that probably makes me a bad person in some ways, but for the most part, I don’t feel like I missed out on some huge, important part of life because I went to Tennessee and found you and your folks. I’m lucky I did. I know that. You guys are the best. Honest to God, if every kid who went into the foster system could be as lucky as me, my job would be a breeze.

“So right now, fine, I’m being slapped in the face with my own ignorance about my brother and that sucks. There’s all sorts of shit I’ll never know about him, stuff I’ll never be a part of. I’m trying to be okay with that, though. I will be okay with it once we leave and head back home. I don’t need that to be happy. I’m already happy.”

“Are you?” Tyler looked genuinely concerned. Aaron didn’t like it. “Because you probably wouldn’t be on a forced vacation if you were really happy.”

“Pam’s pushy. Trust me. I could be singing my heart out like a Disney princess and she’d still have put me out to pasture for a while.”

“Pam’s pretty awesome.”

“You think everybody who gives me crap is awesome.”

“Not that one case mama who tried to brain you with a fryin’ pan, but everyone else?” Tyler beamed, his equilibrium restored. “Yeah, pretty much!”

“Go finish your work so we can get out of here.”

“It’s done, man. I’m just waiting on you.” He nudged Aaron’s knee with his foot. “You ready to head out?”

Aaron turned his phone off and stuck it in his pocket. “I guess I am.”




Chapter Seven

 

 

THEY managed to drag the ride out another five hours, thanks in part to Tyler’s insistence that they go off course to check out a water tower painted like an 8-ball, a group of statues shaped out of scrap metal into the creepiest-looking family that Aaron had ever seen, and what was billed as the World’s Largest Cap-Gun hanging outside over the doorway of a random building in downtown Kansas City. By the time Tyler had driven by it twice, Aaron was ready to admit defeat.

“We can cross the border.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“’Cause we could backtrack for the hearse museum. It’s not far.”

“As thrilling as that sounds, I think I’ll pass,” Aaron said. “I’m ready.” As ready as he was going to get, which was the best he could hope for at this point. They were less than twenty miles from Leavenworth. They were doing this.

It was muggy out this close to the river, but Aaron kept the window rolled down. Tyler had the radio on but wasn’t singing along anymore, and they rolled into Leavenworth in a mutual, gentle silence that Aaron appreciated.

It looked… well, pretty much the same as he remembered it. It had been so long, he’d expected a few more changes, but no—there was the turn-off for Ft. Leavenworth, the base as well as the prison where so many people worked, and over there was the Dairy Queen and the Little Caesar’s Pizza that had been a special treat on the rare occasions Aaron had been over at another kid’s house.

“Aaron.”

“Mm.”

“You’ve got to help me find this place, man.”

“Right.” Aaron shook his head a little. “Right, sorry. Turn left on 4th. Look for Osage―we’ll be taking a left there.”

“Okay.” Tyler went a little below the speed limit and Aaron wished he would slow down even more, but it just wasn’t possible. Tall trees lined the street, oak and elm, and the houses were a familiar blend of old, majestic brick constructs, slender two-stories, or bungalows. When Tyler turned down 4th Street, Aaron’s breath actually stuck in his throat for a moment when he caught sight of Chrissy’s place.

“There.” He pointed at the periwinkle-blue two-story house on the corner of Osage and 3rd. “That’s it.”

“Got it.” Tyler pulled the 4Runner to a stop on the street, cut the engine, and glanced interestedly at the building. “Damn,” he said. “That’s a hell of a lot of garden gnomes.”

Aaron almost choked on a laugh. “Yeah, they’re her thing. She dresses them up differently for different holidays. At Christmastime they’re all Santa’s elves, and for St. Patrick’s Day they get green hats and tiny pots of gold.”

“You’re fuckin’ kidding me.”

“I wish I was.” Aaron had only spent one holiday with Chrissy and her family, but one had been enough. “We had to put little cardboard hearts and white wings on them for Valentine’s Day, so they could all be cupids.”

“That’s… different.”

“That’s Chrissy.” Or no, there was Chrissy, opening the screen door and standing on the porch, her hands cocked on her hips. At least she was smiling, Aaron thought to himself as he got out of the car. That was better than a frown from Chrissy any day.

“There he is!” she announced—to herself, apparently—and trooped down the sidewalk to meet them. The doggie door burst open and a little terrier joined her, bouncing around her feet like a hyperactive ball of twine. Aaron winced. It can’t be the same one, he comforted himself. He’s long gone. He’s got to be.

“Aaron, look at you!” Chrissy opened her arms wide, which was apparently his cue to step into her hug. He went, inhaling the vaguely familiar scents of cigarette smoke and hair spray from the salon she owned.

“Hi,” he said, then inwardly cursed himself. Hi? That was the best he could do?

“My God, it’s so good to see you again!” Apparently Hi was enough for Chrissy. She pulled back and gripped his shoulders for a moment, looking at him way more closely than he was used to being looked at. “You got tall, didn’t you? And these glasses, mmm, stylish. What are you going to do about your hair, though?”

“My hair?”

“Yes,” Chrissy said impatiently. “This mop on your head.” One of her hands started to reach up, and Aaron backed out of reach before she could ruffle his hair. He remembered her doing that, one of a hundred unexpected and unwelcome gestures. At least he was too old to yell at now.

Chrissy dropped her hands and a little of her smile. “You should let me cut it before the wedding,” she said. “I’m doing all the girls’ hair Saturday morning, but I can fit you in any time before then. We want you looking your best for Zach, don’t we?”

Right. For Zach. Aaron cleared his throat. “Yeah. Of course.”

“Who’s your guest?” Chrissy eyed Tyler appreciatively as he came around the car. “Talk about tall, good grief! You could give Owen a run for his money!” One of the groomsmen, Aaron’s mind helpfully supplied.

There was a pause as they both looked at him. Oh right, introduction. “This is Tyler Howards.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Tyler said, laying the drawl on thick. Chrissy was predictably charmed.

“Oh, how nice! I’m so glad you could come together; it’s always hard to coordinate getting time off. Or at least it was when Ron and I ever thought about vacations.” The dog barked and bounced and barked and bounced. Aaron hoped it would get tired soon or have an aneurysm, whichever came first. “Look how happy Norman is to see you! You remember Bailey, right? This is his grandson. Granddog. Whatever.”

“Yeah, I remember Bailey.” Aaron still had the scar on his ankle from where the Jack Russell terrier had clamped down when he was a kid.

“I buried him in the backyard.” Chrissy rolled her eyes. “Between the dogs, the gerbils, and Zach’s unfortunate incident with the bearded dragon, that place is a regular pet cemetery.”

“Bearded dragon?”

“Or was it a skink?” Chrissy frowned. “Might have been a skink. Anyway, there was a heating lamp malfunction and the little thing didn’t make it. Zach cried his eyes out, he was so upset. I got him Barbie to make up for it. She died last year.”

“Barbie?” Despite himself, all Aaron could manage were one-word responses right now.

“Norman’s momma, that’s Bailey’s daughter. She was a good dog,” Chrissy said fondly. “Well, we should get inside! Can I help you carry anything?”

“No, ma’am.” Tyler stepped in smoothly. “We’ve got it. Just show us where to stow it.”

“Sure.” She headed back for the front door, and Tyler plucked at Aaron’s sleeve.

“C’mon, let’s grab our stuff.”

“Yeah.” Jesus, why was he suddenly so fuzzy-headed? “Sorry,” Aaron added.

“Man, don’t be sorry. I’m still freakin’ out about the gnomes, much less having to wonder about everything that’s changed since I was here last.” Tyler handed Aaron his duffel and the zipped suit bag. “Don’t open that until the day of the wedding,” he advised. “Otherwise it’s gonna stink like smoke in no time.”

“I know.” That was one thing he could remember, the pervasive smell of cigarettes in Chrissy’s house. Apparently time hadn’t dulled her habit at all. “Let’s go see where she’s putting us.”

Chrissy was waiting for them at the base of the stairs. “One bag apiece? That’s it? You pack light, boys.”

“It’s only through the weekend,” Aaron pointed out. Chrissy smiled, but it didn’t look like a very happy smile.

“True. Well.” She started climbing the stairs, slowly, like her knees were hurting her. “Let me show you where you’ll be sleeping.” The top floor consisted of three bedrooms and two bathrooms, one of which was attached to the master. “This one’s me,” she said, pointing at the first door on the right. “Zach and Becky are across the hall—they’re living here until her program starts. Becky was ready to get out of that farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, and it’s closer to work for Zach. You’ll all have to share a bathroom, but I’ve got you in Reggie’s room while you’re here.” She opened the door at the end of the hall. Inside was a queen-size bed, a closet, a chest of drawers, and walls completely covered with baseball paraphernalia. Even the comforter had the Royals logo on it.

Aaron had never considered blue to be an eye-searing color before. “Reggie’s not coming back for the wedding?” he asked. “Because I don’t want to take his room. We can go to a hotel—”

“Oh no, he won’t be here,” Chrissy said a little sadly. “He’s still overseas, couldn’t get the time off for the wedding. Zach and Becky are going to go visit him next year, though, kind of like a honeymoon. And Lawrence and his wife have their own place here in town, but Kim’s mother is in the hospital in Wichita, so they’re not sure they’ll be able to make it either.”

“Ah.” So the only member of Zach’s adopted family who was actually going to be at his wedding was Chrissy. That was kind of sad. Aaron felt a little better about being there all of a sudden. He might not have grown up with Zach, but at least he could hit one of life’s milestones with him.

“You boys get settled in,” she advised. “Zach’s bringing Chinese back with him when he gets off work in about an hour, and Becky should be rolling in about that time too. I’m going to take Norman for a walk.”

“Sure. Thanks, Chrissy.”

She smiled absently, then walked away. Tyler closed the door and turned to Aaron with a carefully blank expression.

“Dude… is it just me, or was that kind of weird?”

“Chrissy doesn’t really do normal.” Aaron looked around the room one last time, then put his duffel on the chest of drawers. “Sorry about the sleeping arrangements. I didn’t even think about where we’d be until we got here, but it’s not a very big house.”

“It doesn’t bother me. I can share,” Tyler assured him, grabbing both their suits to hang up in the closet. “You’ll just have to kick me off or something if I roll on you in the night.”

“I think I can handle that.” Aaron stared for another moment at the comforter, then grabbed it and reversed it. “Oh, thank fuck.” The other side was black.

“Where’s your team spirit?”

“Not a team sports kind of person,” Aaron reminded him.

“Baseball’s barely a sport,” Tyler teased. “Seems like your kind of thing.”

“Nah.” Not after his brief stint living here. Chrissy’s sons and husband had lived, slept, and breathed baseball. They were diehard Royals fans, and during baseball season, those games were the only thing to grace the television screen. They’d tried to get Aaron involved in it, but he’d had goals at the time that didn’t mesh with trying to adopt his foster family’s boring habits. Zach had really gotten into it, though. His last birthday before Aaron left, they’d all gone to a Royals game together. Chrissy had bought Zach a hat. Aaron remembered being upset by how much it cost, and being told, “Aw, it’s a present, honey, lighten up! We can afford it!”

So easy, so simple. We can afford it. Like Aaron couldn’t have used that much money to feed the two of them for almost a week. He’d thrown a fit after that. God, he’d hated it there. No wonder he’d been sent back to the group home after two months—he hadn’t even tried to fit in.

“Hey.”

Aaron looked over at Tyler. “Hmm?”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, just….” He forced a smile. “Four of us sharing one bathroom. That’s going to suck.”

“Could be worse. We could be sharin’ it with four women instead of just one. We wouldn’t even have space for a toothbrush.”

“You never shared a bathroom with all of your sisters.”

“I did!” Tyler exclaimed. “When we went to the cabin in North Carolina when I was a kid. It’s got two bathrooms, and one of them was for the parents. The other one—man, it was brutal. I started takin’ soap to the lake with me just so I wouldn’t get between Delilah and Marin when it came time to take a shower. I was lucky to survive.”

“Tell me more about the cabin.” Aaron had heard probably all of these stories, but he didn’t want to have to think right then. Dwelling on who was going to arrive home when would drive him up the wall if he let it, so finding a distraction was key, and nobody was as good at being distracting as Tyler.

Aaron flopped back on the bed and let Tyler talk for another forty-five minutes about whatever popped into his head, and it was as close to perfect as he figured life could get.

Then the door banged open downstairs, and an unfamiliar voice called out, “Mom? Is that Aaron’s car out front?”

It had to be Zach.

Tyler stood up and reached a hand out to Aaron. “Ready to face the music?”

“No.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah you are. You can’t hide in Reggie’s room for the rest of the night, and besides, I’m getting hungry.”

“You would be.”

“Damn straight. C’mon, tiger, up and at ’em.”

Aaron sighed but let Tyler haul him to his feet. “Any more clichés you want to throw at me before we head downstairs?”

“Uh… chin up, buck up, be a man… hell, I’ve got all sorts of bullshit I could say, but the main thing is: go say hi to your brother.”

“Right.”

“Mom? Is he here?”

Right. Aaron could do this. He walked out the door and stopped at the top of the stairs. He took a deep breath, then called out, “Chrissy took Norman for a walk.”

All sounds of movement downstairs stopped. A second later, a head poked cautiously around the wall at the bottom of the stairs. Aaron found himself looking at the brother he hadn’t seen since Zach was seven, and for a second all he could think was He looks like her. Aaron had always known that they had different dads, but where he had taken after whoever his useless sperm donor was, dark hair and pale eyes, Zach had the same sandy brown hair that their mother did and her big brown eyes. If he’d been a little skinnier, he would have looked like a startled fawn, but he had more muscle than Aaron had expected. Probably the result of his job.

“Hey,” Zach said after a moment. “Um. Sorry, I didn’t think… well, like, I wasn’t thinking very well, obviously, I knew you were going to be here. I just didn’t….”

“It’s fine. We should have announced ourselves sooner.”

Zach came the rest of the way around the wall and stared up at him curiously. “We? Who’d you bring?”

“He brought me!” Tyler appeared at Aaron’s shoulder like a huge, gangly guardian angel, and the tension noticeably dissipated. “Hi, I’m Tyler.” He headed down the stairs, grabbing Aaron’s hand and tugging him along. Aaron went with it—it was better than being stuck in place.

“Oh yeah, hey. I totally recognize you from your profile pic.” Zach held out a hand and they shook. “Nice cat.”

“My pussy is the cutest pussy,” Tyler said. Aaron elbowed him in the ribs, but Zach laughed.

“I’d say that my pussy was the cutest pussy, but then Becky would probably kill me.”

“Someone would have to tell her first.”

“Nah, she’s got a sixth sense or something when it comes to me being an asshole, she’d just know. S’better not to tempt it.” Zach looked at Aaron and made sort of an abortive forward motion, his arms coming up a little. “Hey, um.”

Now it was Tyler’s turn to elbow Aaron. He took it as it was intended and leaned in to give his brother a quick, back-slapping type hug that lasted all of two seconds. Zach was actually a little shorter than him, but probably outweighed him by at least twenty pounds.

“Hi,” Aaron said, deciding to do his part to keep the awkwardness to a minimum. “Sorry we were the first things you had to see when you got home. I didn’t mean to surprise you.”

Zach grinned at him. It wasn’t anything like Tyler’s grin, wide and infectious, but something soft and almost shy. “It’s fine. It’s not like I didn’t know you were going to be arriving today. I just thought… well, anyway, welcome back.”

“Thanks.” Aaron appreciated that he didn’t say “Welcome home.”

“I brought dinner, Chinese from down the street. It’s good, but it’s greasy, so we should eat while it’s hot.” Zach headed into the kitchen and they trailed behind him, following suit as he took a seat at the table. Cartons covered the surface, rice and noodles and eggrolls and more options for main dishes than Aaron knew what to do with.

“I didn’t know how hungry you guys would be, so I just kinda went down the menu and bought one of almost everything.”

Tyler looked the spread over and nodded. “You made the right call. I think this’ll just about do me for dinner. What are you guys going to eat?”

Aaron shoved him lightly. “Restrain yourself. We’re trying to make a good impression.”

“All of my impressions are good! Let me show you my Elvis. I’ll prove it—”

“No Elvis at dinner!” He glanced at Zach, who looked interested. “His hips will put you off your food, I swear to God.”

Norman burst in through the doggie door then, leash trailing, and ran straight for Zach. “What’ll put you off your food?” Chrissy said as she followed a moment later, and Aaron had never been so glad for an interruption. Nobody could carry a conversation like Chrissy, especially with Zach and Tyler ready and willing to play along. Aaron sat back in a kitchen chair with a container of sesame chicken and relaxed for what felt like the first time since he’d arrived.

The interplay between Chrissy and Zach was interesting. Aaron hadn’t stuck around long enough to ever feel like family, but it seemed Zach had more than just assimilated, he’d thrived. Chrissy treated him a lot like Aaron had seen Diana treat Tyler, with an underlying gentleness that blunted every barb and softened every joke. Looking at them together, Aaron wondered whether Zach even remembered their birth mother. Not that there were a lot of good memories to recall there.

“Anybody give you problems today?” Chrissy asked as she started in on one of the cartons of fried rice.

“Nah, I had an easy shift. Family Day is coming up, so everybody’s on their best behavior, trying to make sure they don’t screw things up for themselves.”

Tyler swallowed and spoke up. “Family Day? What’s that?”

“It’s kind of like a crossover between Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July. Families of inmates get to come spend the day in the compound, have a barbecue, play games. They get a day to hang out like normal people.” Zach grinned. “It’s my favorite day at work. I’m bummed I’m gonna miss it this year.”

“Why are you going to miss it?”

“’Cause it’s Friday, and as of today I’m off until after the weekend.”

“Oh good!” Chrissy seemed pleased. “I wasn’t sure you were going to get the extra day. That means you can pick up Simon at the airport and I can get in a few extra hours at the salon.”

“Simon’s the only out-of-towner groomsman,” Zach explained, not that Aaron had asked. “He was one of my best friends in high school, but now he’s working for an oil company in Wyoming.”

“Who are the other groomsmen?” Aaron asked. He wanted to put names to faces, or at least get an idea of who they’d be hanging out with for the next four days.

“There’s three: Simon, Owen, and Matthew. Matthew’s Becky’s brother, so he’s got to be in there.”

Chrissy reached over and gently slapped Zach upside the head. “Don’t talk badly about Matthew!”

“I’m not! I’m just—look—” He turned to Aaron. “He’s just a little focused, that’s all. He’s a mechanic, and he’s really into cars. Like… really into them. Like, from the way he tells it, I don’t actually think he’s ever had sex with a woman when he wasn’t already inside a car—ow, Mom!”

“Don’t tell tales about your brother-in-law, honestly. You’d think I’d raised you in a barn.”

A little of the joy crept out of the room as Chrissy realized what she’d said. “Not that I did. I always took good care of Zach. CPS checked up on us for years to make sure of it.”

Oh, this was not a road Aaron wanted to go down. He held up a hand. “I’m sure you did.”

Zach nodded eagerly. “She’s a great mom. I’m lucky to have her.”

Fucking hell. Zach probably had no idea what he was throwing in Aaron’s face, but the last thing Aaron wanted to hear about was how goddamn lucky Zach had been, to be small and cute and adoptable when Aaron had been anything but.

“Great,” he managed before pushing his chair back. “I’m going to go stretch my legs. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Tyler put his fork down. “I’ll come with you.”

“No.” Aaron forced a smile. “Stay. Please.” Please don’t make this into a thing. Stay and be friendly and charming. Stay so they don’t think about me. “I’ll be right back.”

Tyler, to his credit, just nodded. “Okay.” Both Chrissy and Zach sat there like deer in the headlights, which made leaving that much easier.

It was a little cooler outside, but the sun was just going down, and the air hummed with mosquitoes. Aaron walked down to the car, got into the front seat, and just sat there for a long moment. He was being a drama queen, and he knew it. Of course Zach had had a good childhood—anyone could tell that from the way he acted and the things he posted online. Chrissy had been good for him, and Aaron didn’t resent her for that. He only resented that he hadn’t been a part of it. He hadn’t let himself be a part of it, and that was all on him.

Aaron leaned back against the headrest and stared at the roof of the car. It smelled like Tyler’s gross snack foods in there, and a little like feet, but Aaron felt way more comfortable alone in the car than he had a minute earlier eating dinner. Despite how weird it was to be there and see everything he’d missed out on, he couldn’t bring himself to regret how things had turned out.

There was a gentle tapping on the driver’s side window. Aaron glanced over and saw a girl he didn’t know with a face he recognized. She waved a little, and he opened the door.

“Hey,” she said, sounding friendlier than he probably deserved. “I’m Becky. You must be Aaron.” When she smiled, Aaron almost had to smile back. “You’ve got the same chin as Zach.”

“Poor him.”

“Personally, I think it’s cute. So.” She glanced around casually. “You want to keep hanging out in the car for a while or maybe come inside and have some more food before Zach and your enormous boyfriend eat it all?”

“Oh.” Aaron shook his head. “No, he’s not my boyfriend. Tyler’s my best friend, but we’re not… together.”

“Okay. I still recommend coming inside over stifling in here.” She winked. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

Aaron half wanted to ask what she thought he needed protection from, but then, he was the one cowering in the car. Maybe she had a better handle on the situation than he thought.

“If you say so.” He got out and managed not to jump when Becky looped her hand around his elbow, something he would have thought a little presumptuous from almost anyone else, but with her it just felt… natural for some reason.

“So!” Becky said as they walked in the front door and turned into the kitchen, where three worried faces greeted them. “You better have saved me some lo mein, otherwise there’ll be hell to pay.” She turned to Aaron. “China King is a little hole-in-the-wall place, but they have the best lo mein I’ve ever tasted.” She shrugged. “Not that I’ve ever been out of the continental US, but still.”

“Here, baby.” Zach handed her a carton a bit cautiously, and she disengaged from Aaron long enough to take a bite. It brought a moan to her lips, and if Aaron had been even remotely straight, he’d have been smitten. Tyler certainly looked entertained.

They sat down together, a little crowded around such a small table, but as Becky pointed out, the dining room table was already taken.

“I can’t believe I let my sister talk me into personalized candy,” she grumbled.

Zach stared at her. “Are you kidding me? Seeing my name printed on an M&M is the best thing about the whole wedding! Except for, like, the marrying you part of it,” he added belatedly.

Becky shrugged. “They’re cute, but we’ve got a hundred guests coming to this thing and every one of them needs a sachet of candy, and we’ve got five pounds of candy, which translates to about twenty-five hundred M&Ms, so we have to make sure everybody has no more than twenty-five apiece, and honestly it would have been so much easier to just do… what?”

Zach wasn’t quite meeting her eyes now.

“What?”

Zach looked down at the table. “We don’t have quite five pounds anymore.”

“You started eating the wedding candy? Seriously?” At least she didn’t sound truly pissed about it.

“I had to taste test them! Just to make sure they’re as good as the usual ones. I only ate a few handfuls.”

Becky sighed. “Fine. So twenty-three apiece or something. It’s still a pain in the ass, and I’ve got another fitting in the morning and my dad’s parents are flying in after that, so I’m not sure when I’m going to get around to putting it all together.”

“We can do it.”

If Aaron was a little surprised he’d spoken up, that was nothing to the looks he got from everyone but Becky, who just seemed pleased.

“Really? That would be great. I’ve already bought all the sachets and ribbons, so you’ll just have to bag ’em and tag ’em.”

“Kind of like working in a morgue,” Tyler mused.

Becky nodded. “A candy morgue. Wrapped up all nice and pretty before being sent off to their final resting place—in this case, in the bellies of our hungry guests.”

“It’ll be a massacre.”

“Oh yeah, no survivors.” They grinned at each other, and Aaron knew he wasn’t the only one feeling a little relieved. If they could just hang out with Becky as much as possible for the rest of the trip, he might get through this thing all right.

“Does that mean I can’t eat any more?” Zach asked, and Chrissy smacked the back of his head again.

“Honest to God, go buy yourself some M&Ms if you want them so bad.”

“But these ones are Royals colors, and they’ve got my name on them. Eating them is a highlight of my life so far.”

Aaron looked at Becky and murmured, “Now you have a plan for anniversary gifts for the rest of your life. Birthdays too, maybe. You’re lucky he’s so easy to please.” She laughed, and he felt like he’d accomplished something.

“Was he this into candy when he was a little kid?” she asked, and for once there was no hidden meaning or way things could be taken differently, no potential insinuations of giving him too much candy or withholding it from him. She was just curious, and Aaron appreciated that more than he could say.

“Yeah, but back then Skittles were his favorite. He’d make himself sick on them if someone wasn’t watching him.” That someone being me. “It really did make birthdays easier, though. Fifty cents and I was the best brother ever.”

“I’m sure you were anyway.” She went back to eating before Aaron could freeze or, worse, ask for clarification.

Dinner was followed by an invitation to go out to a bar with all of the wedding party that was assembled so far, but Aaron declined and Tyler followed suit. Chrissy decided to stay home and catch up on her TiVo, and so by seven in the evening, Aaron had basically relegated himself and Tyler to their bedroom in an effort to stay out of the way.

“Sorry about this.”

“For the fifth time, stop apologizing.”

“You know, you could have gone with them,” Aaron said, fiddling with the rotating fan in front of the window until it hit just the right arc. He flopped down on the bed and glanced over at Tyler, who’d gotten the Wi-Fi password out of Chrissy and pulled out his laptop to get some more work done. “Just because I’m being a hermit doesn’t mean you can’t go out and have a good time.”

“Dude.” Tyler stared at him, and for once there was almost no humor in his expression. “No offense to your brother or Becky, they’re both great, but I didn’t come here to hang out with them. I came here to be with you. You want to stay in, then I want to stay in with you. I’ve got no interest in doing otherwise.” He shrugged. “Besides, how good could a bar here be? What, they gonna feed me corn nuts and piss-colored light beer before we go cow-tipping or something?”

Aaron grinned. “Snob.”

“You know it.”




Chapter Eight

 

 

SHARING a bed in Chrissy’s house wasn’t exactly novel for Aaron when it came to Tyler. He’d slept on the same mattress with him before, usually when Tyler had chosen to crash at Aaron’s place when he was home from college on the weekends. Aaron couldn’t have kicked him to the couch, not as short as it was compared to Tyler, but he wasn’t about to make himself uncomfortable over it either. So they’d slept together, usually both on top of the covers, and in the mornings it had been a slow, bleary race to see who got the bathroom first and who had to make coffee.

It was different there, though. The room itself was uncomfortable, new in a way that Aaron’s subconscious mind really didn’t seem to appreciate, because no matter where he looked in the place, he couldn’t really find something he liked. The mattress squeaked, the sheets were polyester instead of the soft cotton that he’d spent years breaking in, and every time Aaron closed his eyes, the Royals emblem was engraved on the inside of his eyelids like it was just waiting to ambush him in his dreams. So was it any wonder that during the night he gravitated toward the one reliable, familiar thing the room had to offer and woke up holding on to it for all he was worth?

Aaron’s face was pressed to the back of Tyler’s neck, his hand resting on the curve of Tyler’s tricep—not quite pulling him in, but not even close to maintaining the comfortable foot of distance between them that they’d started with. When he realized Tyler was still asleep, snoring gently, he sighed with relief and carefully pulled back until there were a few body-warm inches between them.

It wasn’t that Aaron thought Tyler would react badly to being inadvertently cuddled. Tyler was just about the most open-minded and accepting person Aaron had ever met, and he’d almost certainly crack a joke or pretend it hadn’t happened at all, and things would go back to normal. The problem, and Aaron knew this about himself, knew it ever since Tyler had come to visit him by himself on his first school break, was that Aaron had to be so, so careful to keep their relationship normal. Especially when a huge part of him didn’t want to.

If Aaron could wave his hands and remake his life in whatever image he wanted, his status quo with Tyler was one of the first things he’d change. Not because it wasn’t a great friendship, but because there was the potential for so much more on his side. Tyler was Aaron’s polar opposite in a lot of ways, but he loved how well they worked together, how fun it was just to be together.

If they hadn’t met when Tyler was still in high school, if Tyler’s parents hadn’t basically been Aaron’s biggest emotional supports through college, if Tyler didn’t think of him more like a brother than a potential boyfriend… if a hundred impossible things could change, then Aaron would have gone after more with Tyler. Even now, five years after the thought had first occurred to him when Tyler had said no to a weekend with his folks so he could hang out in Aaron’s dump of an apartment and get put to work proofreading his graduate thesis, Aaron was struck occasionally with a sense of longing that almost knocked him down. Thank fuck he was already on the bed, or this might be one of those times.

Ah right, he was lying on the bed. With Tyler, who shifted in his sleep and rolled onto his back so that his shoulder pressed into Aaron’s chest, his handsome, sleep-softened face partially obscured by the mess of his blond hair. It was hard to look at him like this, hard to feel him pressed so close, and not want him.

Aaron eased away from Tyler and out of bed, wincing as his feet hit the ground a little harder than he was intending. Tyler didn’t wake up, though, so he took advantage of the fact that he was the only person awake—or more likely, the only person other than Tyler who was still around, given that it was almost nine―and monopolized the bathroom for a while.

Chrissy was sitting at the kitchen table when he got downstairs, nursing a cup of coffee and texting. She looked up and smiled when he walked in. “There he is. Did you two sleep well?”

“I slept great, thanks.”

“Good! I’ve been meaning to replace that mattress for the longest time, but Reggie never complains when he’s at home and there’s always something else that’s a little more pressing, you know?”

“Definitely.” Aaron cast his sights around for the coffeepot and some more mugs.

“Right-hand side, above the cutting board,” she said. “Creamer’s in the fridge, if you like it.”

“Thanks.” Aaron opened the fridge, then immediately reached out and stopped a teetering carton of leftover Chinese from toppling over. Every shelf was packed with food, most of it sealed up tight in plastic wrap and tinfoil. Chrissy sighed and reached for the pack of cigarettes on the table.

“Most of that’s from Becky’s folks.” She rolled her eyes as she lit her cigarette up. “She’s been living here going on six months, ever since they got engaged, and her parents are still worried she’s not eating well enough. Like anybody in this house has ever gone hungry. Which they haven’t, and that wasn’t always easy considering I had three teenage boys with stomachs like black holes at home.”

“Parents aren’t always rational,” Aaron offered up when it seemed like she’d run out of things to say. That was enough to get her started again.

“It isn’t like their baby girl is marrying down, even if that’s the vibe her folks give off. They’re, what, wheat farmers? And I’ll say nothing against them. God knows we need people who know how to work the land, but that doesn’t mean they’re more honorable than anyone else who works to provide for their family. And Zach has a good job, and he’ll get another good one in St. Louis when they move there, and he loves that girl better than baseball, better than the Royals winning the World Series. You both had it rough as kids, no question about it, but look at you now.”

She gestured toward Aaron with her cigarette. “You’re a college graduate, you’re giving back and making things better for other kids like you, and you’ve got a great guy in Tyler. It’s not—it’s not the way I wish it had gone, you know?” There was something vaguely pleading in her voice that made Aaron uncomfortable. “I’ve never quite gotten over what happened with you, but it wasn’t all bad in the end. Right?”

Aaron knew what she needed to hear. Hell, maybe he even needed to say it. “You were just what Zach needed. You might have been what I needed, but I wasn’t ready to accept help back then. And where I ended up….” He took a sip of his coffee as he thought about how to phrase it. “It’s everything I need now. I’m happy there.” Huh. He really was, workaholic schedule and all. “And Tyler is a great guy, but we’re not dating.”

“Oh.” Chrissy looked surprised. “You shot him down?”

“No. He’s—we’ve never dated.”

“Well. I’d never have guessed from the way he looks at you.” She finished her cigarette, then smushed it into the ashtray and stood up. “Zach’s already making a run to the airport for some of Becky’s people, and Becky left half an hour ago to do brunch with her girls before their final fittings, but she left an example of how she wants the favors on the table. Want to see?”

“Sure.” He followed her to the dining room, where a bag full of lacy gold sachets sat beside a bag of blue and white M&Ms, clamped firmly closed with an enormous binder clip. “She wants them to look like this when they’re done,” Chrissy said, holding up the only bag that was tied shut, held together with a curly, powder blue ribbon.

“Got it.” It looked simple enough.

“Great. Thanks for helping her out. She was fretting something fierce before you two arrived.”

Aaron shrugged. “It feels like the least I could do.”

“No, hon.” Chrissy shook her head. “Zach wasn’t expecting more than a card, maybe something off the registry if you were paying attention. He’s been so excited since you told him you were coming, it’s all we could do to hold him in one place sometimes. Becky was worried you two wouldn’t get along.”

“Oh.” Aaron felt like he’d been caught flat-footed, tripped up over an invisible obstacle. “She doesn’t need to worry about that. I’d never cause Zach trouble, especially not right before his wedding.”

“I knew that,” Chrissy assured him. “But then I got to see you both as boys. Becky’s never gotten along all that well with her own family, so it makes sense she’d be a little uncertain. You being here is a good thing, Aaron. Trust me.”

Aaron didn’t have much to say to that. He just nodded, and Chrissy looked satisfied. “Now, I’m going to head down to the salon, but there are eggs and cinnamon rolls in the fridge, and plenty of bread for toast if you’re hungry. Simon’s flight comes in at four, so they’ll be back home in time for supper, but I think the boys have some sort of bachelor party thing planned for tonight.”

“Yeah?” Aaron held back a grimace. A bachelor party. Awesome.

“Yep, so don’t fill up here. Owen is running things, and that boy’s got plans.” Chrissy shook her head a little, but she was smiling. “Come on down if you run out of things to do and I’ll give you a haircut,” she added as she headed for the door, Norman following at her heels.

“Thanks.”

Ten minutes later, Aaron had a fresh cup of coffee and a warm cinnamon roll next to him as he got started on filling tiny bags with candy. Chrissy had a set of measuring cups, and a shallow quarter cup seemed to net him about the right number of candies, so he went with it. He had twenty of them filled and tied off before Tyler joined him, looking surprisingly perky for someone who’d slept as long and deep as he had.

“Ooh, candy!” He reached for the big bag and Aaron smacked the back of his hand.

“We’re already low on them thanks to Zach. Don’t make the problem worse.”

“I’m a guest at the wedding, though, right? Like, they’ve factored me in, so I could eat the candy I’m supposed to get then now, and it would all even out.”

“And then you’d pout at the wedding and expect me to share my M&Ms with you.”

“Yeah,” Tyler said with a grin. He batted his eyelashes and pushed out his lower lip. “Would it work? It would, right? It would totally work! You’re a sucker for these big brown eyes. Admit it.”

“I admit nothing.” Aaron was sure he kept his face perfectly straight, but Tyler saw right through him.

“You’d give it up. You don’t even like M&Ms―you’d give them to me.”

“Maybe.”

“How about givin’ me your cinnamon roll?”

Aaron pulled his plate in closer. “Fuck off.” Tyler laughed and went to find his own breakfast.

“So, how do you want me to help fancy these up?” he asked once he was back at the table, with his own cinnamon roll, two eggs over easy and toast to dip in them, and a huge mug of coffee.

“She wants the ends of the ribbons curled.” Aaron passed a bunch of tied-off bags and a pair of scissors over to Tyler. “Go for it.”

They worked through breakfast and finished up a little after eleven, finger-sore but finally done. There was even a handful or so of candy left at the end, which Aaron offered to Tyler, who pounced on them like he was starving.

“You’d think I never feed you.”

“You don’t feed me near often enough,” Tyler agreed around a mouthful of chocolate. “Leavin’ me to feed myself is only askin’ for trouble too.”

“I know. I’m kind of amazed you don’t have diabetes or high blood pressure yet.”

“Like I said before: lucky genes.” He picked out the few M&Ms hiding in the corners of the bag, popped them into his mouth, then leaned his chair back onto its hind legs. “So. We’ve got some time to kill now, yeah?”

“Hours,” Aaron confirmed. “Zach’s supposed to get back around four with his groomsmen, and then we’re doing the bachelor party tonight.”

“Really?” Tyler sat forward, clearly excited. “What’s that gonna consist of? Cattle rustling?”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “Kansas isn’t the wild west, Ty, and it’s not the eighteen hundreds either. No, I sincerely doubt we’ll go cattle rustling. Probably just a strip club or something. That’s traditional, right?”

“Ooh, a strip club would be fun. I could buy you a lap dance.”

“You’d be wasting your money.”

“Are you kidding?” He was practically bouncing in the chair. “It’d be worth it just for the look on your face! We could—shit—” Whatever else they could have done was lost to gravity as Tyler overbalanced the chair and fell backward onto the hardwood floor.

“Ty!” Aaron leapt up and came around to him, just in time to see him wince and rub the back of his head. “You fucking idiot,” he said as he got down on one knee beside him. “Are you okay?”

“Uh….” Tyler shook his head from side to side a little. “Yeah. I think so. I didn’t hit real hard, but my head kinda bounced a bit. I’m fine.”

“Your head bounced off the floor and you’re telling me you’re fine.” Aaron was torn between wanting to laugh and wanting to drag Tyler to the nearest emergency room. “You’re a piece of work.”

“I’m sturdy. I promise. Help me up?” Aaron grabbed Tyler’s hand and hoisted him to his feet, then reached around to the back of his head and carefully felt around for a lump. Tyler stood still for the tactile inspection, his eyes never leaving Aaron’s face. “So,” he said once Aaron was finished, a half smile on his face. “Do I pass?”

“I guess we’re lucky your head is so hard, but don’t think I won’t tell Whit about this.”

“He’ll just use it as ammunition!”

“Exactly. Maybe it’ll remind you to be more careful next time.”

“Whatever, Mom.” Tyler looked kind of pleased, though. “You wanna go for a walk?”

“I don’t know. Do you think you can manage walking down the street without falling on your face?”

“Maybe. You might have to hold me up, though, just in case.”

There were worse things that Aaron could think of than walking along the riverbank with an arm around Tyler’s waist, which was why he didn’t let himself think of it often. “Get dressed. We’ll go down to Esplanade.”

Esplanade was one of the oldest streets in the town, tracing the edge of the river from a high, grassy bank and lined with mansions that had been built over a century ago. Aaron had never been inside any of them—a lot of them were bought by retired army officers, not the sort of people who had little kids around—but he’d always liked looking at them when he was young.

“Fancy,” Tyler noted as they walked along.

“Yeah. I used to wish we could live in one of them. Even back then, though, there’s no way we could have afforded the rent.”

“What did your mom do for work?”

Aaron chuckled. “She didn’t work. Not consistently. If she had a boyfriend around, we made do with what he brought in. Otherwise, we got assistance from the state. Medicaid, food stamps, reduced rent. Even then, we could only afford shitty places.” He pointed out in front of them. “Head along this street as far as downtown and you’ll eventually find the house we stayed in the longest.”

“The one with all the mosquitoes.”

“That’s the one.” And the toilets that always clogged, and the porch that had collapsed in one corner and almost taken Zach with it, and the leaky roof. “It was a shitty place,” Aaron admitted, “but I didn’t realize that for a long time. You grow up with something, it seems normal to you. It’s other people who’re the weird ones. Like, my mom was high all the time, but she never smoked cigarettes. I couldn’t get used to the smell in Chrissy’s house, not the whole time I was there. Never mind that I had a roof over my head and three meals a day and a family that was trying to be good to me, I couldn’t get over the fucking smell.”

“Does it still bother you?” Tyler asked, drifting a little closer to Aaron’s side.

“The smell?” He shrugged. “No more than anything else. It’s a part of the place now, not something that feels inherently wrong just because I’m not used to it.”

“Was there any of that when you came to live at our house? Things that seemed wrong?” Tyler actually sounded a little upset at the prospect.

“No.” Not even close. Aaron had been through the foster care system by then; he’d adapted to unusual until nothing bothered him, because he refused to let it. “Not even the potpourri,” he teased, and that got a reluctant smile. “Are you ready to head back?”

“Yeah. I should get some work done before the bachelor party.” Tyler rubbed his hands together with anticipation. “Twenty bucks says we do something crazy.”

“Twenty bucks says we go to a strip club,” Aaron countered.

“You’re on.”




Chapter Nine

 

 

ZACH got back to Chrissy’s house at half past four with three vaguely familiar guys in tow, all of them joking and slapping each other on the back as they walked inside. A sense of dread came over Aaron as they approached, but shook it off and stood up from the couch where he and Tyler were watching a movie on Tyler’s laptop.

“Hey, you’re here!” Zach greeted them enthusiastically. “That’s perfect. Aaron, Ty, these are my half of the wedding party. This is—”

“Dude, no, I’ve got this.” One of them shouldered his way to the front—it wasn’t easy. He had a pretty big expanse of shoulder to make room for. Couple that with a height that rivaled Tyler’s and the beginnings of a substantial beer gut, and he was easily the biggest guy in the room. “You’re the gay brother, right?” he asked, smirking at Aaron.

“Owen, come on—”

“Yeah,” Aaron said flatly. “That’s me.”

“Great.” He turned to Tyler. “And you’re the gay brother’s gay boyfriend, right?”

“Queer as the day is long,” Tyler drawled before Aaron could correct anyone. “And you’re the big gay best friend, I take it?”

Owen shook his head. “Bro, this isn’t a chick flick. There are no gay best friends.”

“Then you must be the bumbling sidekick?”

Owen was frowning now. “I’m the guy with the badass plans for tonight, so if we could get the getting-to-know-yous out of the way, maybe we could get this guy—” He slapped Zach’s back hard enough to rock him forward. “—on his way to being totally wasted! Call me O-Dog.”

Tyler’s brow crinkled with mock-uncertainty. “What’s that? O-ring?”

“O-dawg, dude,” Owen said with a frown. “What, fairies can’t hear now?”

Zach hit him on the arm, his expression flinty. “Owen, seriously, knock it the fuck off.”

Owen rolled his eyes. “Fine. Ruin my goddamn fun first thing. You can be GB and GBFF, because you’re BFFs, right? Gays have those, yeah?” He turned to the next guy without pausing. “This is Simon. He was a state champion wrestler in high school and he’s built like a goddamn gorilla, so he’s gonna be Monkey tonight.” The guy—shorter than Aaron but probably twice as broad—looked at Owen like he was a few screws loose but didn’t do anything but shrug.

“And this guy,” Owen went on, pointing at the slender man whose hair was starting to thin, “is Matthew, otherwise known as Becky’s charity case. He fucks cars, so we’ll call him Scooter.”

“I don’t fuck cars. I fuck girls in cars!” he protested.

“Bro, last time you told me about it sounded more like you were rubbing up against leather than inside pussy, y’know what I’m saying?” Owen waved Matthew’s complaint aside and focused on Zach again. “And since this guy is the one giving up all his freedom forever and ever, even if it is to a good woman, we’re gonna call him Jailbait. He’s got that look, yeah?” Owen grinned over at Aaron. “Admit it, if he wasn’t your brother and you saw him in a bar, you’d totally wanna do him.”

Aaron shrugged. “Nah, too twinkish.” Fuck it; if he had to listen to this guy, then he was going to give as good as he got. He could defend himself, as ready to take Owen on as Tyler seemed.

“Ha!” Owen almost bent double laughing. “Your brother called you a twink, dude! You gonna put up with that?”

“He can call me anything he wants.” Zach looked a little hunted, like he wondered if Aaron was about to stalk off in a huff.

“It’s not you, Zach. I’m just a bit of a size queen,” Aaron said apologetically, and now it was Tyler’s turn to laugh.

“Huh. No wonder you went for this big ol’ country boy, then,” Owen remarked. “Okay, are you guys ready for stage one of this wicked, mad, badass, brilliant night I’ve got planned for Jailbait?” He emphasized each word with a fist-pump, and Aaron wondered how long ago the guy had started drinking.

“Lay it on us,” Tyler encouraged him, then smiled coyly. “Or hell, you could just lay it on me and I’d be happy with that.”

“Dude!” Owen got flustered as everybody else chuckled. “No gay jokes, bro. I don’t swing that way.”

“So it’s only okay if you make the gay jokes?”

“Yeah.” Obviously, his tone said, and Aaron couldn’t help being a little amazed at how mind-bendingly resistant to logic the guy was. Tonight might be fun after all. “Right, so, we’re starting with shots. Shots!” he cried, rummaging through his backpack for a package of tiny red Dixie cups and a mason jar of a suspiciously clear liquid. “And not just any old shots. Shots of my grampa’s homemade moonshine. Puts hair on your chest, lifts your dick up instead of beating it down, pure liquid courage.”

“Who’s the designated driver?” Aaron asked. Owen, Simon, and Matthew all looked at him blankly, while Zach stared with something akin to panic.

“I didn’t even think of that,” Zach said. “Shit.”

“We don’t need one,” Owen tried, but Matthew shut that down immediately.

“Fuck off. I’m not losing my license over a DUI. Somebody’s got to be sober.”

“We can use Uber,” Tyler said, and this time it was Owen who shook his head.

“Nah, they don’t like to go as far out as I’m thinking. Plus, we’re paying for Zach here, but I’m not made of fucking money, you know?” He glanced at Aaron. “I bet you are, though. GB can pay!”

“How about I’m the designated driver instead?” Aaron suggested.

“Are you sure?” Zach looked like he thought the world was coming to an end. Aaron was happy to disabuse him of that notion.

“Absolutely. I don’t drink much anyway.”

“You sure you’re not just too good for my moonshine?” Owen asked.

Aaron politely refrained from rolling his eyes. “Nope, just taking one for the team.”

Owen looked like he couldn’t fathom any reason good enough not to drink but eventually shrugged. “Well… okay, cool.” He set the cups on the table and poured out shots—very, very generous shots—of what smelled like turpentine, then passed them around to everyone but Aaron. “Let’s get drunk!”

Everyone finished theirs in a single pull, even though Tyler made a face that let Aaron know the stuff tasted about as good as it smelled. All of them were gasping by the end of it, and Zach’s eyes were actually watering.

“Holy shit,” he wheezed. “That crap’s gonna make me go blind.”

“I’m not blind yet,” Owen said cheerfully.

“You’ve been inoculated with this stuff since birth. You don’t count.”

Owen caught Aaron’s eye and waggled the bottle. “Sure you don’t want in? Last chance not to be a buzzkill.”

“I’m resigned to it already,” Aaron assured him.

“Okay. In that case, next up: we’re heading to my daddy’s junkyard.”

“A junkyard?” Tyler started laughing. “What, you gonna give us a bunch of nerf guns and get people to attack us like zombies? ’Cause that would be awesome.”

“That would be awesome,” Matthew said.

Owen frowned. “I’ve got something better than that lined up. Quit wasting time and get us into the car.”

Of course, Zach’s car wasn’t big enough for all six of them to fit in, so they ended up taking Tyler’s 4Runner. Owen sat up front with him, alternately giving directions and telling dirty jokes with the rest of them as the punchlines. They were all pretty much the same joke, picking at each person’s biggest perceived flaw and magnifying it. Aaron let it all roll off his back—he’d had so, so much worse—but he could see Tyler starting to get tense in the middle seat, so he diverted Owen into giving him some more specifics about how far they were traveling.

It ended up taking half an hour to get to the junkyard, and people were starting to get uncomfortably sober by the time they arrived. Owen fixed that with another round of shots, then trooped them across bare dirt punctuated here and there with islands of gutted automobiles and appliances to what looked like a wooden dowel with a white sash tied around the end of it stuck in the ground next to two mostly intact cars. Actually, the sash had lettering on it…

“Miss Cornsilk USA?”

“Ah, yeah, I got that off a really hot girl I picked up in a bar last week,” Owen said with a smirk. “Needed something to tie her up with, and she just happened to have that, so….” He winked and grabbed his crotch.

“She just happened to have a fake pageant sash in her purse?” Tyler asked incredulously. “Man, really? You got played hard-core.”

“Hey, she was hot enough for it to be real! It could be real! And what do gays know about hard-core, anyway?”

“Probably a whole hell of a lot more than guys who go home with knockoff Miss Americas,” Tyler retorted.

“Yeah? Well, I guess a faggot wouldn’t know anything about bringing home women, unless you were just gonna paint each other’s damn nails.”

Tyler was getting almost as red in the face as Owen, but Zach was the one who stepped in. “You keep this shit up and I’m going to knock your ass out,” he said seriously. It shouldn’t have been possible for someone half a foot shorter than Owen to loom so effectively, but Zach managed it somehow. Must have been his prison guard training.

Owen looked at Aaron with an expression like a wounded dog. “I was just kidding, man. Tell your brother to calm down.”

Aaron shrugged. “Say that word one more time and I’m not driving your ass anywhere.”

“But you’re our designated driver,” Owen objected. “We need you to get places.”

“Yeah, and you won’t be getting any places, including back to town, because I won’t be giving you a ride when I head back to Chrissy’s. I’m serious,” Aaron added when Owen opened his mouth. “Keep it up and I will leave you here to play with your junk and take everybody else back without you.”

“What did I tell you?” Zach snapped. “Fucking stop it, or I’m leaving with him and the night ends now.”

“It’s not my fault he can’t take a—”

“Okay, bye.” Aaron started to turn around.

“Stop! Jesus Christ, why are you being such a….” He paused and looked at his friends’ unimpressed faces. “A whiny… bitch… about it? Is that okay? Can I at least call you that?”

Aaron shrugged. “If I can call you an overgrown asshole on steroids, sure.”

“Fair enough.” Owen took a moment to recover his aplomb. “All right, douchebags—douchebags is fine, right, ’cause I’m calling all of you that—it’s time for junkyard drag racing!” And there went the fistpumps.

“You’d love to be tough enough to get called a douchebag,” Tyler muttered, but he wasn’t the type to let someone else’s bad behavior keep him down for long. He already looked interested in the cars, which Owen stood between like some sort of hick, genderbent Vanna White.

“On this side, we have a 2007 Kia Spectra that tried to ram somebody’s ass and got rammed instead.” He patted the crumpled hood to the left. “She overheats in under five minutes, is leaking oil, and probably has a cracked radiator, but we don’t fuckin’ care ’cause my dad let me have it for free!”

Zach and Simon whooped, but Matthew looked a little worried.

“We’re not going to deliberately damage these cars, are we? That seems really unwise. It’ll only lower their value, and it’s kind of… mean, too.”

Owen rolled his eyes. “Jesus, listen to yourself, man. They’re cars! They can’t feel it! And they’re already fucked up. That’s why I got them for free.”

“No reason to make them worse,” Matthew muttered, but Owen plowed on without waiting for more commentary.

“On my other side, we have a 1991 Honda Civic that’s pretty damn gorgeous, except for the fact that she’s missing all her left panels and her clutch is almost burned out. She’s a bitch to start, but she’s good around corners, and her tires are only slightly deflated.

“The course is once around the track, Kia to the outside because if you bang into each other the Civic still has doors on the right side. Head-to-head races, and if you lose you’re out until the next round, when you get to drive the other car. And keep your seat belts on, ladies, because if someone falls out and gets run over, my dad will probably murder me in my sleep. But first… shots!”

“Yeah, that’ll make a bad idea even worse,” Aaron said, because he felt like someone ought to be pointing it out. “You get that this is really unsafe, right?”

“Safety is for the weak!” Owen insisted, handing the shots around. “And are we weak? Hell no, we’re not!”

Zach groaned but accepted his shot with good grace, and Simon and Matthew threw them back with Owen like the moonshine was water. Tyler glanced in Aaron’s direction, checking in, and Aaron nodded. He wasn’t going to stop Tyler from having fun, and at this rate, that might only happen if both he and Owen were drunk enough to ignore each other.

Shots dutifully downed, Owen paired off the drivers. First up: Zach behind the wheel of the Civic, Matthew driving the Spectra. “It’s the battle of the brothers! In-law,” he added, remembering Aaron at the last minute. “Brother-in-laws. All right! Gentlemen, start your engines!”

At least they both ran, even though the Spectra sounded like it was about to cough its last. Owen hoisted the sash, casting a warning glare at Tyler as he did. “On three… two… one… go!”

Matthew took off at a decent clip, but Zach couldn’t seem to get the Civic into gear. The grinding put Aaron’s teeth on edge, but with enough shouted advice and a few shouted insults as well, Zach finally got it moving. Matthew was already around the first turn, a pile of busted tires, and Zach sped up as fast as he could while moving in first. It looked like he was afraid to take it out of gear now that he’d gotten it in. Needless to say, Matthew beat him back to the starting line with thirty seconds to spare.

“You got smoked!” he crowed as Zach finally pulled in.

“Winner gets a shot, loser gets….” Owen reached into his pack and, with a dramatic flourish, pulled out a different sort of bottle. “Calorie-free vitamin water! Perfect for pussies who can’t drive to save their man cards!” He shoved it at Zach, who took it halfheartedly but drank it all down.

“Savin’ himself a headache later,” Tyler murmured. Aaron nodded.

The next race was between the two of them, or as Owen put it, “GB and GBFF, because I wanna see them get angry! You aren’t boyfriends on the track, so be nasty!”

“Somebody’s got a little obsession,” Tyler teased as he got into the Spectra. Aaron took the Civic, noting how the Spectra’s engine was starting to ping a little, the difficulty that Zach had had with the clutch, and formulated a plan. Owen gave them the countdown, shouted GO, and Aaron immediately put the car into second.

“Dumbass, you’re going too slow!” Owen called out, and he was sort of right—it was a tough start from second gear, but the Spectra wasn’t moving as fast as it had been in the last race, whereas once he got up to speed… yeah. Aaron rounded the tires and quickly passed Tyler, who looked like he was doing his damnedest just to keep the wheel from vibrating out of his hands. The car’s alignment must have been shitty too.

Aaron won pretty handily, and when he got out and Owen went to slap him on the back, he let it happen. “Nice, man, you won! Winner gets a shot, loser… wait.”

“Tyler can take my shot,” Aaron said. Tyler obliged him with a grin, and Aaron took the vitamin water and sipped at it. He didn’t love the fake sugar flavor, but it was definitely refreshing.

“Don’t get you at all,” Owen muttered, but then the next race was called.

If there had been a method to the madness at the beginning, it quickly went by the wayside when nobody—except for Aaron, and he wasn’t talking—could remember who’d won each round and who’d driven what to do it. It ended up being a sort of free for all, whoever could get in the cars first doing the driving. Aaron was pretty sure Matthew drove twice as much as any of the rest of them, but in his defense, even drunk he won every race too.

The only time things got a little heated was when Owen and Tyler raced, Owen in the Spectra, Tyler in the Civic. Owen got his car off first, then put it on the inside. When Tyler moved to pass him on the straightaway, he swerved his car toward the Civic. It would have been fine, if the Civic had had any side panels on the left. As it was, Tyler was almost clipped and got sprayed with dirt, but not actually run into. He was plenty pissed, though.

“What the hell?” he demanded once the cars were stopped. “You were supposed to keep away from that side of the car.”

Owen was nothing but merry. “Shouldn’t have tried to cut me off then, douche! You looooose, so that means a shot for me, and a—”

“It was your fucking rule in the first place, O-ring.”

Owen took a slightly wobbly step in Tyler’s direction. “What, you gonna get up in my face now ’cause you were scared, little girl?”

“This why you have to rely on drunk-ass hookups with lying cougars, because you’re too much of a fuckin’ misogynist to get a woman your own age to take a second look at you?”

“Guys.” Simon got between them, and as short as he was, not even Owen could push him out of the way. “Come on. Don’t be like this. It’s Zach’s party, not your brawl.”

“He started it,” Owen muttered.

“No, your shitty driving started it.”

“I think we’re done here,” Aaron said loudly. “Let’s quit while we’re ahead and everyone still has their limbs. What’s next?”

“Next?” It took Owen a moment to recalibrate his brain from fight to talk. “Next, right. Next is….”

“Strip club,” Matthew supplied helpfully. How he could still sound so articulate with all that moonshine in him, Aaron didn’t know. “The one across from the railroad tracks.”

“Oh yeah.” Owen looked blearily at Aaron. “Don’t worry, I can get us there. This place is… like… my home away from home, I’d know the way blindfolded.”

“Great.” Aaron dug the keys out of his pocket. “Does your home away from home have a name?”

In fact, Owen’s second home had the kind of name that would probably stay in Aaron’s mind forever. He couldn’t quite believe it until he pulled into the parking lot and stared up at the neon outline of a scantily clad woman holding a rocket launcher, with the words BAZOOKA ALLSTARS glowing in hot pink beneath her.

“Oh my God,” Tyler said once he got out of the car and got a better look at the sign. “That’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Right?!” Owen slapped him on the back. “Even a fa—guy—a gay guy can appreciate a place like this. They serve booze, so it’s just topless, but the girls are so hot. Most of ’em are community college students.”

“Or so they say,” Simon muttered.

Owen grabbed Zach and pulled him forward. “First round and a lap dance are on me, Jailbait. After that you’re paying for yourself.”

They all had to prove their ages at the front door, and once they were inside, Owen and Matthew beelined for a table right beside the stage. Tyler and Simon followed next, while Zach, for some reason, hung back by Aaron.

“Is this okay?” he whispered the way drunk people did when they were trying to be quiet, which wasn’t quiet at all. “I know it’s not—not your scene, right?”

“True, but I don’t mind. It’s your bachelor party. And it’s not my first time in a strip club.” Not his second or third either, although the last few times had been as part of a task force looking into underage prostitution.

“But I want you to have fun too!”

“You guys are the funniest things I’ve seen in a long time,” Aaron assured him with a smile. “And Tyler is loving it, so it’s all good.”

“Tyler’s awesome.”

Aaron already knew that, but it was nice to hear someone agree with him. “I think so too.”

“You are actually dating him, right? ’Cause if not you should be, ’cause he just….” Zach shrugged. “He looks like he gets you.”

“Hey, losers!” Owen called out. “Get your asses over here and start drinking! But not you, GB,” he added. “But do get over here!”

The bouncer caught Aaron’s eye and motioned him over as Zach started toward the table. “It’s fine if you guys started the party early,” he said when Aaron was close enough. “But if any of you start to get grabby, I’m tossing you out on your asses. Got it?”

“Got it.” It was nice of him to offer a warning.

“Hitting on the bouncer?” Owen asked as Aaron finally sat down.

“He’s way too butch for Aaron,” Tyler said. “Oh look, breasts!” Four sets of eyes turned to the stage as the music changed, but Tyler leaned in close to Aaron instead. “Everything okay?”

Aaron shrugged. “As long as nobody starts a fight.”

“Are you kiddin’ me? These girls’d take your eye out with a stiletto. Ain’t nobody gonna fuck with them.”

“Listen to you,” Aaron said with a chuckle.

“What?”

“Your accent gets thicker when you’re drinking.”

Tyler gently shoved at Aaron’s shoulder, his hand falling down to cover Aaron’s forearm. “I’m not the one with the accent, Kansas boy.”

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Kansans don’t have an accent.”

“Yeah, next thing I know you’ll be tellin’ me New Yorkers don’t have no accent either. Which is bullshit. That’s where we should go next, not Chicago.”

“New York City?”

“Yeah!” Tyler relaxed into the chair, tipping it back on two legs, but he didn’t move his hand. Aaron tried not to read into it; Tyler was always handsy with him, always affectionate. After the number of shots he’s had, it didn’t mean anything special now. Except… maybe it did.

Maybe.

“Think about it—we could drive home in a day if we pushed it, get tickets to New York and fly out of Alanta an’ spend at least three days in the Big Apple. We could go to the museum. Aaron.” Tyler leaned in, eyes wide. “The museum with the dinosaurs. The big ones.”

“I think you’re thinking of Chicago again. Sue the T. Rex is at the Field Museum.”

Tyler shook his head. “No, no, no, not Sue. Sue’s cool, but no. No, the other one has the biggest dinosaur ever. The titansaur. Tinosaur. Fuckin’….”

“Titanosaur?”

Tyler grinned. “That’s the one! And I want to see it. We could—”

A drink coaster hit Tyler in the face. “Fuck’s sake, dudes, I don’t need to hear you plan your big gay honeymoon when I’m trying to enjoy some strippers!” Owen barked.

Tyler set his chair down on all fours. “Next thing you throw at me’s comin’ back at you twice as hard and twice as fast, O-ring.”

“That’s O-Dog, dumbass. How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Owen, shut the fuck up!” Zach insisted. “Swear to God I will kick your ass myself if you keep messing with them.”

“Oh yeah? You and what army, Jailbait?”

Simon motioned one of the topless ladies over to the table, handed her fifty bucks, and pointed her at Owen. “Please distract him for however long that lasts.”

She winked at Simon, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder. “Can do, honey.”

“Aw, yeah!” At least with her, Owen had the experience to know he needed to keep his hands to himself. A girl on stage had knelt down next to Zach and, upon being told it was his bachelor party, enthusiastically knocked his head back and forth between her thighs until he was gasping.

There were drinks. There were dances. There were more drinks, but Tyler spent more time talking to Aaron than he did looking at the women, which was a little surprising—there was no way he was shy. And uninterested? Maybe, but he’d never restrained his impulse to look before, especially not when that was the point.

Their conversation was cut short by the arrival of a pretty girl with a dark brown bob and a tiny red outfit, slipping in between the two of them and setting on the edge of the table.

“Hey there,” she said with a smile at Aaron. “Your friend over there told me you were looking for some company.”

Aaron glanced over her shoulder. Sure enough, Owen was watching and snickering with Matthew.

“Ah.” Aaron looked back at the girl. “He misunderstood. I’m not hurting for company right now, but thank you for offering.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Are you sure? It’s a pretty slow night in here. A lady’s got to keep herself busy.” She leaned in to whisper in his ear. “And you’re way preferable to some of your friends, hot stuff.”

“I’m sure you’ll find someone else who’s willing to keep you busy.” Aaron dug out his wallet and handed her a twenty. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, though.”

“Aw.” She sighed but reached out and ruffled his hair. “Thanks anyway, baby.” She took the bill and sauntered away to another table, and Owen looked at Aaron like he’d just committed treason.

“You don’t pay them for doing nothing, GB! I don’t care if you’re gayer than a unicorn farting rainbows, if you hand over money to a woman whose job is to grind on you, you let her fucking grind on you!”

“I’m not the one who called her over here,” Aaron said pointedly.

“If you didn’t want her, you should have sent her to me! Or given her to your brother, if you want to be a bastard.”

Aaron gestured at Zach, who was chatting with thigh-girl as she did a backbend. “He’s occupied. And you already had one lady sent your way.”

“You stingy-ass son of a bitch.” He balled up his beer-soaked napkin and threw it at Aaron. Aaron batted it out of the air with a grimace.

“Look—”

“Keep your shit to yourself!” Tyler shouted as he picked up the napkin and threw it back at Owen. It hit him right in the mouth, and he sputtered with disgust. “You act like a damn pig, man.”

Owen glared at Tyler and balled his enormous, meaty hands into fists. “Oh, it’s on now!” Before Aaron or Tyler could react, Owen launched out of his chair and slammed into Tyler, knocked both of them onto the ground. Tyler’s chair broke as it hit the floor, and a second later the pieces went flying as they grappled for position, fists flying.

“Fuck!” Aaron moved his chair away from the melee, wanting to reach in but not wanting to get hit. “Tyler! Knock it off!”

“Owen!” Zach, Matthew, and Simon gathered around, but by the time Simon was reaching in to help break it up, Tyler had gotten Owen into some kind of chokehold from behind. Owen was trying to bite him, but he couldn’t get his chin low enough to get his teeth around Tyler’s arm.

Simon grabbed Owen’s feet and dragged him away, and Aaron put his hand on Tyler’s shoulder before Tyler could follow him. The bouncer got there a second later, and one look at his unamused face told Aaron that discretion was the better part of valor.

“We’re leaving,” he promised. “We’re leaving right now.”

“You’re paying for that chair, too.”

“Whatever you say.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Zach said, his face pale. “You guys go. You go first. Take the car home. We’ll get cabs.”

“Are you sure?” The last thing Aaron wanted to do—the absolute fucking last thing—was put up with Owen for another minute, much less put him in the same car with Tyler again, but he didn’t want to leave them hanging either.

“We’re fine,” Simon confirmed, sitting Owen firmly in his chair and pressing hard on his shoulders when he tried to get up, still spitting curses.

“Now, gentlemen,” the bouncer said ominously. Aaron grabbed Tyler’s elbow and turned them toward the doorway. He didn’t resist. He didn’t say anything either, which was so weird that Aaron wondered if he’d been hurt. Outside. I’ll ask outside.

It didn’t take long to get out of the club, and the fresh air was a welcome change from the stale, hazy atmosphere inside. Aaron led Tyler over to the 4Runner but didn’t open it up yet, just leaned him back against the door and put his hands on Tyler’s shoulders.

“Ty? Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry.” His voice was rough, and he didn’t meet Aaron’s eyes. “I didn’t mean for things to go that far, but that asshole has been pushing buttons all fucking night and when he threw that goddamn napkin, I just saw red.”

“I….” That’s what he thought Aaron was upset about? “I don’t care that you defended yourself from Owen. I care that you’re hurt.”

“Oh.” Tyler lifted his head. His eyes were suspiciously bright. “I’m fine. He barely got a single shot in before I took his back and put him in a rear naked choke.”

“It’s a good thing he doesn’t know the name of that move. He’d claim you were trying to make him gay,” Aaron said.

Tyler snorted. “He’s a fuckin’ moron. An’ he shouldn’t have been throwin’ things at you.”

“I agree, but I had that handled.”

“By not sayin’ anything.”

“By not listening to him being a shit and trying to manipulate me into being upset, yeah.”

“But he shouldn’t get to do that anyway! He doesn’t know a thing about you. He doesn’t know….” Tyler ran his hands into his hair and gripped it, hard. “He doesn’t know how hard you care about your kids, how you work later and longer than anyone else because you don’t want to let them down even when you work yourself into the ground. He doesn’t know that you don’t trust yourself to drink more than a single beer ’cause you don’ want to chance becomin’ a useless asshole, even though you never would. He doesn’t know that you let Clue make confetti out of your pants with her claws as long as she keeps purrin’, and you never miss a fuckin’ birthday with me even when you don’t remember your own birthday, and you didn’t want to come here but you came anyway because I asked! And somebody’s gonna treat you like that and think he can get away with it jus’ ’cause you’re too nice to kick up a fuss? Fuck that noise.”

Aaron felt like he’d never heard Tyler quite like this before—drunk and driven to the point of being more forthright than they usually were with each other. They stared at each other in silence until Tyler finally dropped his head.

“Hell. Don’t listen t’me. I’m an idiot.”

“None of that was idiotic.” Passionate, and maybe kind of unwise, but not idiotic. “You know I appreciate the support, Ty, but I really can take care of myself.”

“Yeah, but you don’t do it as well as me.” Tyler chuckled. “Weren’t you listenin’? You put everybody else first. I’m the only one’ll put you first.”

Something in Aaron’s chest got uncomfortably tight. Tyler was drunk. He was so drunk. Aaron wasn’t going to take advantage of what he said when he was like this.

“I think I need to put you to bed, Ty.”

“Only if you come with me.”

“Of course I’m coming with you.” Aaron opened the passenger door for Tyler and helped him in, made sure he was buckled, then got into the driver’s seat and started up the car. They pulled out of the parking lot just as Zach and his groomsmen beat a hasty exit from BAZOOKA ALLSTARS, and Aaron was glad they missed the chance at another fight in the parking lot. The wedding was going to be awkward enough as it was.

They got back to Chrissy’s just before ten, and the quiet of the house told him that Chrissy and Norman had already gone to sleep. Aaron got Tyler into the bathroom, made him some toast, set a big glass of water on the nightstand on his side of the bed, and waited quietly for him to get back.

Being put first wasn’t something Aaron had a lot of experience with. In fact, he wasn’t sure he’d ever been put first in his entire life. He’d been born addicted to drugs, small and malnourished. Zach had been the same. It was almost a miracle they’d both recovered as well as they had, considering their care for the first years of their lives. What would it be like, to be with someone who got, really got, why Aaron didn’t experiment? Why he was a wet blanket at parties, why he was no fun out on the town?

Maybe Tyler had already answered that question.

The man in question was bleary-eyed and tired when he got back into the room. Aaron handed him the water and toast, then brushed some of Tyler’s hair back from his face and winced.

“You’re going to have a bruise.” He ran his thumb just beneath Tyler’s left cheekbone, where a purple splotch the shape of Owen’s knuckles was starting to appear. “I’ll get you some ice.”

“S’fine. I just want to sleep.”

“Okay.”

Tyler finished half the water, didn’t touch the food, and crawled underneath the covers as soon as there was space. Aaron ate it instead, brushed his teeth, and joined Tyler again a moment later. This time, Tyler didn’t even front at putting space between them—he rolled up to Aaron’s side and curled against him with a ragged sigh.

“Life sucks sometimes.”

“Yeah.” Aaron didn’t ask for clarification, just rubbed the top of Tyler’s shoulder until his eyes closed. He was asleep in under a minute. It took Aaron a lot longer to finally join him.




Chapter Ten

 

 

AARON was completely unsurprised that he was the first person up again. Well, apart from Norman, who was standing at the back door looking anxious as Aaron came down the stairs.

“Okay, I get it.” He let the dog out, then went to set up the coffee. By the time it was brewed, Norman was back inside and being surprisingly affectionate—at least until Aaron figured out he was still waiting for breakfast and put a scoop of dog chow into his bowl. Norman happily ignored him after that, and Aaron cleared the dishes in the sink and pulled a cinnamon roll out of the fridge. He hadn’t eaten dinner the day before—none of them had, maybe that would have come after the strip club—so the pastry wasn’t going to hold him long, but it was a decent start.

He didn’t expect Becky to show up at the front door a few minutes after he’d sat down at the table. He especially didn’t expect her to show up dragging Zach in her wake, who looked pretty miserably hung over.

“Good morning!” Becky said brightly as soon as she saw him. Zach winced.

“Can you keep your voice down, babe?” he asked faintly.

“Oh, I’m sorry! Am I being too loud for you?” She was smiling, but there was a sharp edge to it. “I guess I wasn’t sure what volume you preferred, since you and your groomsmen managed to crash my bachelorette party rather loudly last night! They basically fell out of a cab and onto my parents’ living room floor,” she said for Aaron’s benefit. “And let me tell you, my stripper wasn’t happy about having his show interrupted.”

“Can we not talk about strippers?”

“Sorry again! You want me to definitely not talk about how Jolene’s boyfriend texted her in the middle of pin the macho on the man to tell her that you guys got into a brawl at that goddamn strip club? Is that it?”

“It wasn’t a brawl,” Zach said, turning pleading eyes on Aaron. “Right? It wasn’t a brawl.”

Aaron shrugged. “I don’t think two people can be a brawl.”

“They can when they’re two damn giants, apparently,” Becky snapped. “And Owen’s got a huge black eye and he broke one of his fingers, so he’ll be wearing a splint for all the wedding photos!”

Oh, damn. “How did he break a finger?” Aaron asked. Did they need to be worried about Owen pressing charges for assault and battery? Although witnesses would say that he was the one to start the fight….

“Not on Tyler,” Zach assured him. “He kind of—punched the wall on the way out. Broke his pinkie. Oh, shit, wait. Is Tyler okay?”

His worry sounded genuine enough. Aaron relaxed his shoulders a little. “He’s a little bruised up, but it could be worse. And at least we won’t have to be in your pictures.”

“Shit.” Zach sat down at the table and slumped over onto his forearms. “I’m so fucking sorry about last night. Owen was awful. He’s not usually that bad, I swear, but he lost his job a few weeks ago and it’s been screwing with him.”

Aaron shrugged. “We’re big boys. We can take care of ourselves.”

“I know. I’m still sorry. Especially for the faggot stuff, that was—”

“The what stuff?”

Zach groaned again. “Baby, c’mon. Owen’s an idiot. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

Becky put her hands on her hips. “He’s aware that one of my bridesmaids is a lesbian, right? And that her girlfriend is coming to the wedding? If he corners her and calls her a dyke or asks how they like to have sex and whether or not he can watch, so help me God—”

“I’m going to make some breakfast,” Aaron interjected. Zach looked pathetically grateful. “Scrambled eggs with cheese okay for you guys?”

Becky bit her lip. “You don’t have to cook for us. You’re the guest here.”

“I’d like to. You guys are going to have a busy day. Tux pickup, right?”

“And cake pickup. And getting ready for the rehearsal dinner tonight. And—”

“Then you could use a break for breakfast.”

“Thank you.” Zach pressed slowly to his feet. “I’m gonna go get a shower.”

Becky smiled at him, showing all her teeth. “You could use one.” He skulked up the stairs, and Becky took his place at the table. “You sure I can’t help you?”

“I’m fine. You look like you could use a break.”

“Thanks. The pan’s in the cupboard next to the fridge.” She took the cup of coffee he gave her and added cream and sugar on her own, then watched quietly for a few minutes while he cracked eggs and grated cheese.

“I can’t wait to get out of here,” she said just as he poured the eggs into the pan. “I would have married Zach at the courthouse with only our immediate family around if I could have gotten away with it, but I’m my parents’ only girl. My mom wanted the big wedding and the frou-frou dress, and my dad wanted to walk me down the aisle.” She shifted in the chair. “He’s got congestive heart failure. He might not be here this time next year.”

Aaron carefully stirred the eggs and hunted for something to say. “It’s nice of you to indulge them.”

“Yeah, I guess. My mom, she wants us to move back here after I’m done with grad school. She wants us to settle in here and have babies here and live right down the street forever.”

“What do you think about that?”

Becky chuckled. “I think I’d rather cut off an arm than come back here to live. It’s not that it’s so… bad here, really. It’s just that nobody’s ever going to see me as anything other than Becky Simpson here, Carl and Jeanette Simpson’s little girl. I could live to be a hundred and someone would still think they know me better than I know myself. And if I have to listen to my parents tell me I’m settling again, I’ll kick someone. Probably them.”

Aaron sprinkled a handful of cheese over the eggs and mixed it in, waiting for her to go on. He could tell she wanted to, and he wasn’t disappointed. “Are you glad you got to leave? I mean, I know it wasn’t under the best circumstances, but now you’re glad, right?”

Aaron shrugged. “At the time, I would have done almost anything to stay. I didn’t want to leave Zach. Chrissy took good care of him, though. He had a good childhood here, and he met you here. And I did well for myself too, so yeah, these days I’m glad.” He pulled down a few plates and served up some eggs. “Bon appetit.”

Becky took the plate and a fork with a nod. “Thanks.”

“Hey, you cookin’?” Tyler came down the stairs looking way perkier than he had the last time he was capable of speech, dressed in loose sweats and a T-shirt. He waved at Becky as he walked over to the stove, then startled as she got up and grabbed his arm, turning him to face her.

“Oh my God, your poor cheek!”

“It’s not that bad,” he said with a smile. And… well, it could have been worse. The bruise had spread across his left cheekbone, but it was fairly localized.

“Should have let me give you ice,” Aaron said as he passed Tyler a plate. Tyler looked at it and made puppy dog eyes.

“Can I have more?”

“I’m saving some for Chrissy and Zach, so no.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“There’s the bread.” Aaron pointed at the twisty-tied loaf on the sideboard. “Make yourself some toast.”

“But it tastes better when you make it for me.”

“Everything tastes better when someone else makes it for you,” Becky agreed, and they shared a grin.

Aaron pointed the spatula back and forth between them. “You two are creepy.”

“Eh, you love us.” Tyler sat down at the table and started in on his eggs. Aaron resisted the impulse to make toast and plated some for himself instead. By the time he refilled his coffee mug and sat down, Becky was filling Tyler in on the way Zach and the other guys had crashed her party last night.

“We had to give up the living room for those doofuses so they could sleep on the inflatable mattress and the couch. Matthew had already given his bedroom up to our grandma, so he and Owen shared the air mattress while Simon got to sleep by himself.” She shook her head, but looked satisfied as she said, “Turns out there’s a slow leak in it. Both of them were flat on the ground by the time I dragged Zach out of there this morning. I hope the hardwood floor gives that dumb son of a bitch a headache.”

“Which one’s the dumb son of a bitch?” Tyler asked.

“Oh, take your pick.”

Aaron was stuck on something else. “You had your bachelorette party in the house while your grandma is visiting?”

Becky grinned. “Are you kidding me? She was part of it! Grandma was the absolute best at pinning the dick on those foldout pictures, seriously. It’s like she’s got a sixth sense for where to put her hand.”

Tyler bent over with laughter. “Pics or it didn’t happen!”

“Oh, you want proof? I’ve got proof.” She pulled up photos on her phone and beckoned them both in. Aaron was expecting… well, he didn’t know what he was expecting, but it wasn’t a tiny old woman with her hair in rollers wearing a hot pink dressing gown, magenta lipstick, and huge false eyelashes crowing with triumph as she saw that she’d just successfully stuck an outsized penis on a cutout of what looked like a Chippendales dancer.

He grinned. “That’s pretty amazing.”

“You think that’s amazing? You should see her victory dance.” Which, of course, Becky had a video of. By the time it was over, Tyler was almost on the ground and Aaron had to push his plate away so he didn’t faceplant into it, resting his head on his forearms as he gasped with laughter. The video repeated, and with every cackled refrain of “Who’s yo daddy, bitch, who’s yo daddy?” they laughed louder.

“Good grief, you three!” Chrissy looked at them all with wide eyes, finally downstairs and dressed. Zach was right behind her, silently goggling. “What in God’s name is so funny?”

“Gra—gran—” Becky couldn’t quite get it out. She stopped the video and took a few deep breaths. “Grandma at the bachelorette party.”

“I didn’t know you had video of that,” Zach said. He looked at their plates. “Did you save some eggs for me?”

“There’s some for you and Chrissy to split still in the pan,” Aaron managed. He straightened up and did his best to calm down. “Holy shit, that’s funny.”

“I want a grandma like that,” Tyler agreed.

“Can I see the video?” Zach asked in a small voice.

“Maybe.” Becky tossed her hair. “If you keep your doofuses out of my hair by grabbing the tuxes and the cake.”

It was on the tip of Aaron’s tongue to volunteer to help, but he held back. He might not be able to avoid Owen later, but he wasn’t going to actively seek out his company either. “Can Ty and I help with anything else?”

“You guys have done enough,” she said warmly. “Chrissy sent me a pic of the favors, they all look so nice! Although—actually, okay. So, you know the rehearsal dinner is tonight at five. It’s small,” she assured them, “just family and wedding party, so only about thirty of us. We’re having it at the restaurant at Dad’s favorite golf course, and we went ahead and assigned seats just to make life easier. If you don’t mind greeting people at the door and telling them where they’re going to be sitting, that would be lovely.”

Zach frowned. “Why did we assign seats for the rehearsal dinner again?”

“Mostly so Owen wouldn’t make rude comments to the wrong person, Grandpa doesn’t frighten a small child with his smell, and Donnie and Chrissy don’t get stuck next to each other.”

“Good girl,” Chrissy said, polishing off the last of her eggs. “I appreciate that.”

“Who’s Donnie?” Tyler asked.

“My first fling after Ron and I called it quits. One of Becky’s uncles.” She frowned. “He’s a nice enough guy, but we just didn’t connect. I broke things off, but every time there’s a family function, he tries to rekindle the romance.”

“Last time he sang,” Becky confessed. “It was so embarrassing.”

“It was… kinda cute, especially compared to the time he baked a cake and iced it to look like my face.”

“That’s just creepy,” Aaron muttered. “Do you need to file for a restraining order?”

Chrissy laughed. “Oh, it’s just a little infatuation. Don’t take everything so seriously, hon!”

Aaron almost, almost brought up one of the earliest cases he’d ever been given, where the mother of the kid in custody had been stalked by an old boyfriend who didn’t listen to her refusals, only to end up dead in a murder-suicide. The kid had only been a baby when it happened, and once her foster family had adopted her, it had been a relatively happy ending, but… that case still haunted him. He’d always wondered if he should have done more for the mother, encouraged her to get more help, to call the police, to go somewhere he couldn’t find her. But she’d wanted to stay close to her kid, and she hadn’t bothered to report violations of the restraining order, and the boyfriend had gone from persistent to insistent to violent in a matter of days.

Bringing up things like this was what gave him a reputation as a downer. Aaron kept his mouth shut, and the conversation moved on to the timing for the rest of the day. He was pretty free himself, while Tyler had some work to get done, so when Chrissy asked again whether or not he was going to let her straighten up his hair any, Aaron surprised himself by saying, “Sure.”

Apparently he’d surprised everyone else as well. Chrissy looked cautiously pleased. “Really?”

“Yeah, as long as you don’t leave me hideously ugly.”

“I could shave all your hair off or dye it blood red, and you still wouldn’t be ugly,” Chrissy said with a smile. “Let me put my makeup on and then we can walk down to the shop. I don’t have any appointments until eleven, so we can do you first.” She got up from the table, and that was the start of the exodus, everyone moving on until it was just Aaron and Tyler.

“Want me to go with you?” Tyler asked after a second.

“It’s a haircut. I think I can handle it on my own.”

Tyler sighed. “I wouldn’t go because I don’t think you can handle it, man. Just if you wanted the company.”

Aaron pressed his lips together tightly as he figured out what he wanted to say. “I don’t mean to be a dick.” Inarticulate, but true enough. “Especially not to you. I’m just a little moody, I guess.”

“And you ain’t even the one got beat to hell last night.”

“You didn’t get beaten to hell. I have it on good authority that you gave better than you got, not that that means much when he loses a fight to a wall right after.”

Tyler grinned. “Yeah, true. All those MMA lessons you give me shit for are payin’ off.”

“Whatever.” Aaron got up, then paused next to Tyler’s chair, reached out, and put a hand on his shoulder. Aaron didn’t initiate touch very often; he almost never had to, when the person he was with was Tyler. He felt muscle bunch beneath his hand as Tyler twisted to look up at him. “Thanks.”

Tyler’s grin had faded away, although he didn’t look any less happy, somehow. “For what?”

“For sticking up for me last night. For both of us, really, since he thinks we’re dating. I don’t think we really needed it, but—” Aaron shrugged. “—now maybe he’ll think twice before being an asshole to the next queer person he meets.”

“Good enough,” Tyler agreed. He slowly reached up and twined his fingers in between Aaron’s. Aaron let him, even though it wasn’t usual for them, a little beyond their casual level of intimacy. Tyler turned in his chair, still holding on, and drew Aaron in until he was standing between Tyler’s legs. Neither of them said anything, and the way the silence stretched should have grated on Aaron’s nerves. Instead he felt a rising sense of anticipation, his heart beating a little harder, breath coming a little faster. Tyler rubbed his thumb over the back of Aaron’s, as slow and tender as a lover’s caress, and Aaron let him—even encouraged it by tightening their grip. Tyler’s lips parted, and—

“Almost ready, Aaron! Could you leash up Norman for me?”

Aaron exhaled hard, blinked twice, and stepped back. Tyler held on to his hand for another few seconds before gradually letting him go. Aaron cleared his throat. “Ye-yeah, I can do that. I’ll… I just need to find the leash.”

“Should be hanging by the door, hon.”

“Right.” Yep, there it was. Same place it always was. “Right. Uh….” He felt awkward, weird in a way he hated to be with Tyler. Fortunately Tyler was there to make everything better, the way he usually did. The way he always does for you.

“I should get to work.” Tyler stood up. “Thanks for cookin’.”

“My pleasure,” Aaron said by rote.

“Not yet, but I’ll do somethin’ about that later,” Tyler promised with a smirk as he headed upstairs. By the time Aaron had parsed what he’d said, Chrissy was back, fully dressed and ready to go.

“Are you okay?” she asked as she looked Aaron up and down. “You seem a little….”

He shook his head automatically. “I’m fine.”

“Then maybe you could finish leashing up Norman and we can go, then.”

Oh shit, right. “Sorry.” He grabbed the leash and latched it to the dog’s collar, then tried to hand it over to Chrissy.

She made a face. “Do you mind holding it? I just put another clear coat on my nails, and I don’t want to smudge it.”

“No, I can do that.” He didn’t want to, but he could, and did. It was only four blocks to the shop, but Aaron still held on to his end of the leash for dear life. Nothing would get him kicked out of Chrissy’s place faster than letting her dog run away.

The salon was in the building on the corner, sporting a neon sign that said Razzle Dazzle alongside a pair of shiny silver scissors. Chrissy unlocked it and led the way inside. It smelled faintly of hair spray, and Aaron did his best not to wrinkle his nose.

“That one’s my station,” she said, pointing him toward a burgundy chair as she turned on a few lights. “Go ahead and have a seat. It won’t take long.”

“I can tell it’s yours.” It had pictures surrounding the edge of the mirror of her kids, all of them, Zach included, and their families as well. There was a pretty one of Zach and Becky together that Aaron recognized from their engagement photos. “You never get sick of looking at them?” he joked as he sat down.

Chrissy clucked her tongue. “You never get tired of looking at the people you love. Now.” She stood behind him and ran a hand through his hair. “What are we thinking for this?”

“I have no idea,” he said honestly. “I go in every month and ask for trim and end up like this.”

“And it doesn’t look bad,” she said judiciously, scratching her nails across his scalp. Aaron resisted the urge to push his head up into her hand. “But I think if we leave it longer on top, and just clean up the sides and the back here… add a little styling gel… yeah. You’ll look very nice.”

“Sounds good.”

“Great!” Chrissy put a cape on him, sprayed his hair down with a bottle of water, and grabbed a comb and pair of scissors. “What are you going to wear for the rehearsal dinner tonight? Did you bring two suits in that bag of yours?” She took in his horrified expression and chuckled. “I’m just kidding, you don’t need two suits. Tonight is supposed to be pretty casual. Nice pants, a button-down shirt or a polo….” She shrugged and kept clipping. “That’s probably pretty close to how you dress for work, right?”

“Pretty close.” Actually, he wore a lot of suits at work, but he hadn’t thought to bring any except his nice one. Because weddings were supposed to take place on a single day, for fuck’s sake. He’d completely spaced the dinner tonight. “What about you?”

“Oh, I’ve got a nice red dress I thought I’d pull out and use. I wore it to Lawrence’s wedding four years ago, but I bought a new ‘mother of the groom’ outfit for tomorrow, so I might as well get some more mileage out of the other one where I can.”

“I’m sorry he can’t be here.”

“Me too,” she said with a little sigh. “But sometimes things work out this way. I hope Reggie comes back to live here once he’s out of the army, but I’m pretty sure he won’t. It’s just me and Lawrence and his wife here, and Ron’s been talking about giving Reggie a job in his construction company in Nevada, so….” Chrissy shrugged. “I don’t know what he’ll do, but it’ll be the right thing. Just like Zach and Becky going to St. Louis. It’s close enough they can visit easy, and I think they both need a new start.”

“Becky said the same thing.”

“Yeah, she’s got her head on straight, that girl. Zach couldn’t have chosen any better.” She clipped in silence for a little bit, worked a squirt of styling gel into his hair, and combed it into the shape she wanted, shaved around the edge of his hairline at the back of his neck, then stepped away. “What do you think?”

Aaron looked at his reflection. It was still him, just more stylish than usual. He smiled. “I like it. Thank you, Chrissy.”

She beamed at him. “You’re welcome! Good lord, I think this is the closest you’ve ever come to letting me mother you.” She swept the cape off from around his neck, chuckling. “All right, handsome, I’m done. I’ll keep Norman here with me. If you can convince Tyler to let me do something with his hair too…,” she hinted.

“Don’t count on it.”

“That’s what I thought. I’ll see you a home around four―I’ll change real quick and then you guys can follow me to the golf course.”

“Sounds good.”

Aaron resisted the urge to touch his hair as he headed back to the house. The gel wasn’t the kind to made his hair crispy, which he appreciated, but he didn’t want to inadvertently fuck it up until Tyler got a chance to see it. Which… shouldn’t really matter, but it did.

He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Are you seriously considering this?” he said aloud to himself. “Really?”

“Considering what?”

Aaron almost jumped out of his skin as an elderly man with a watering can unbent from behind a rosebush. “Shit! Sorry,” he apologized.

“I should apologize for startling you.” The man tilted his head a little, then said, “If you don’t mind some free advice, son, I’ve got two points for you to think about.”

Free advice. Great. But Aaron would take it, in the spirit of penance for being a dumbass. “Sure, go ahead.”

“First point: if you’re bothered by something enough that you’re talking about it out loud, then you’re already considering it seriously. The only thing left at that point is to do something about it. Second point: you might want to wear one of those Bluetooth thingies in your ear if you’re going to make a habit of this. Just so people don’t think you’re crazy.”

Aaron nodded. “Good points,” he said faintly. “Thanks.”

“Sure thing, son. You have a nice day.”

“You too.”

Aaron walked the rest of the way to Chrissy’s place in silence. It wasn’t that he didn’t want a relationship. He was just scared to consider one with Tyler. Because Tyler was… everything, really. The person that Aaron wanted to hang out with, felt most comfortable with, was happiest with… thought about sometimes when he knew he shouldn’t.

But why not? They were adults, they weren’t related, there was nothing squicky there. They just happened to already be best friends. Who said they couldn’t be more?

Except then, if and when it all imploded, Aaron would be left with nothing. No Tyler, and no Diana and Theodore because if he lost his right to be Tyler’s, then he’d lose his right to participate in his family. They were a package deal, and if he fucked it up, if he lost it, he’d have….

“Stop it,” he muttered to himself, then rolled his eyes as he walked back into Chrissy’s house. Hopefully this word-vomit thing he had going would resolve itself when they left Kansas.

Tyler was set up at the dining room table, computer open, dress shirt on over his sweatpants as he participated in a conference call. Aaron didn’t know whether he was more disappointed or relieved that he didn’t have to face the music yet. He headed upstairs to grab his book, then went back down to the little living room just adjacent to the dining room, where he could still see Tyler, and settled in to read.

There was some sort of complication in Corporate-ville, difficult enough that it kept Tyler glued to the computer for most of the morning and afternoon, alternating between talking to his distraught superiors and hunting down the glitch in the program that kept them from doing what they wanted. Aaron just relaxed on the couch and worked his way through the rest of Sharp Teeth, then got a start on the new Neil de Grasse Tyson. He made lunch for both of them, silently setting a plate by Tyler’s elbow and getting a grateful look in return before returning to his relaxing.

And it was relaxing. It was the first part of this vacation that had really felt appropriately aimless. Everything else, even when it was just Tyler and him, had been done with an air of “get it in while you can, do do do, go go go.” This was different. This was how Aaron would have spent his vacation if he could have gotten away with it—just hanging out with Tyler. The two of them in a room, comfortable with each other, being together. They would have had a few beers, eaten whatever anyone decided to make, petted Clue. They would have been happy, and everything would have been easy. And probably Aaron would never have come to the realization that there might be something more between them, if he wanted there to be. If he could reach for it.

Maybe this trip wasn’t so bad.

A little after three thirty, he headed upstairs and pulled out a short-sleeved white-and-blue checked shirt that would pass as semiformal and a pair of tan slacks. A belt, a belt… he didn’t have a brown belt, just a black one to go with his suit. Tyler, though…. Aaron rummaged through his bag, still partially unpacked, until he found the belt he was looking for. He was a little more slender than Tyler, but not by much. He ran his hands over the worn leather indent of Tyler’s notch before pulling it one tighter.

Tyler came upstairs while Aaron was in the bathroom checking on his hair. It still looked like it had when Chrissy had fussed with it earlier, pretty much, so Aaron was willing to call it good.

“Stupid fuckers,” Tyler called out as he went into their room. Aaron heard a telltale creak that was almost certainly Tyler flopping down on the bed.

“Who’s a stupid fucker, and why?” Aaron asked as he made his way back down the hall. He stepped through the door and sure enough, Tyler was facedown, limbs spread out across the bed like a gargantuan starfish.

“My bosses,” Tyler groaned. “Seriously, why bother puttin’ me in charge of their damn database when they’re gonna let anybody who claims they know how to code just waltz into my program and start fuckin’ it up? I don’t care if the kid is Hugh’s nephew and ‘certainly seemed like he knew what he was doing,’” Tyler added in Hugh’s telltale English accent. “You don’t just let somebody go rummaging through your code like that. It’s like steppin’ in wet cement; it leaves a mark.”

“I take it you fixed it, though.”

“Yeah.” Tyler rolled over onto his back. “Changed the passwords too, so the next time Hugh wants to fuck with the database, he’s gotta get permission first… Is that my belt?”

“Yeah.” Aaron glanced down. “It’s the only one that matched. Sorry, did you need it for tonight?” He started to take it off, then stopped when Tyler held up a hand.

“No, no, don’t. It’s fine.” He sounded a little strangled. “Looks good on you. Real handsome. The haircut is, I mean. On you, but… anyway. Yeah.”

“Thanks.” They stared at each other for a long moment, and Aaron felt the tension between them rise again, but now wasn’t the time. “You better get ready. Chrissy’ll be back soon, and then we’ll have to head out.”

“Right, the dinner.” Tyler sat up and rolled his shoulders for a second. “You worried about running into the dudebros again so soon?”

Aaron shrugged. “What kind of trouble are they going to cause at the rehearsal dinner? Becky will keep them in line.”

“I bet she will. Kind of a scary girl when she puts her mind to it.”

“Are you worried?” Aaron asked, and Tyler snorted as he got up and headed for the closet where he’d been convinced to at least hang up his shirts.

“Nah. Any of them give me any lip, I’ll just put them in another headlock.”

“I don’t know, I think Simon could take you.” Aaron tried not to stare as Tyler stripped off his work shirt in favor of a more comfortable one that still looked nice and matched the blue of his eyes. He started in on his pants and Aaron averted his eyes, taking his own turn sitting on the edge of the bed and holding on to his composure. “All that wrestling experience.”

“Simon ain’t the one I’ve got any reason to worry about, and Matthew’s basically a follower. He’s not gonna start anything.” Aaron could hear the smile in Tyler’s voice. “Besides, you said I gave Owen a black eye, so I think everybody who sees us tonight isn’t going to find me wanting.”

“You’re so manly.”

“I know, it’s a blessing and a curse. Good enough?”

Aaron finally looked at him. Tyler’s blue shirt was linen, familiar and well-worn, but he had on a pair of jeans that Aaron wasn’t sure he’d ever seen before. They were so… fitted.

“Yeah. You look….” Norman’s barking alerted them to the fact that Chrissy was home, and Aaron sighed. He wasn’t sure who had worse timing, her or them lately. “You look great,” he said firmly before responding to Chrissy’s shouted greeting. She stopped outside their room and glanced in, then smiled admiringly.

“Don’t you both clean up well!” She fanned herself mockingly. “If this is what you look like for the rehearsal dinner, I don’t know how people are going to survive the ceremony.”

“They’ll be busy looking at Becky and all her hot pink bridesmaids. They won’t even notice us,” Tyler predicted. “You ’bout ready to go?”

“I can get the dress on in a jiffy and we’ll be out of here.” She headed for her own bedroom and the moment was broken again, if they were even having one.

Aaron was determined that they were going to have another before the night was out.

 

 

THE golf course was adjacent to Fort Leavenworth, eighteen pristine holes right next to a fenced-in complex with the enormous gray military penitentiary clearly visible in the background.

Tyler saw it and whistled. “Damn, that’s where Zach works?”

“Apparently.” Aaron was more focused on following Chrissy than sightseeing—she drove like a bat out of hell. Was she worried they were going to be late? The first guests weren’t supposed to show up for another fifteen minutes, and even then, it was just family and close friends.

“What’s he gonna do in St. Louis if he’s not a prison guard?”

“Maybe he’ll go back to school too.” There was the clubhouse, thank God. Aaron slowed down and pulled the 4Runner in behind Chrissy’s car with a relieved sigh.

“Maybe. Guy like him, though, I bet he’ll want to work at least part-time, especially if they’re going into debt for Becky already. He’s responsible like that.”

They both got out, and Aaron tossed the keys to Tyler.

“What do you think he’d study?” Tyler asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe criminology? You should ask him.”

“Or you could. Since you’re his brother and everything. Show an interest.”

Aaron gestured around them. “Is us being here not showing enough of an interest?”

“Youngest children can never have too much attention paid to them,” Tyler said with a grin. “Ask me how I know.”

“I don’t need to, you enormous narcissist.”

“Boys!” Chrissy waved a hand toward the door. “Get a move on!” She looked nice in her red dress, and almost unrecognizable without her doggie shadow following her around.

“The dinner’s in the hall at the back,” she said as they reached her. “Becky’s folks should already be here, her mother’s been texting me nonstop since two.”

“Will her famous grandma be here too?” Tyler asked as they headed back together.

“I’m sure she will be.”

“Awesome. I can’t wait to meet a woman with that kind of dick compass.”

“Ty, c’mon.” Aaron punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Try not to embarrass yourself this early in the evening.”

“I don’t think I’d be embarrassing either myself or Grandma if I complimented her on her special abilities,” Ty retorted. “Maybe Becky’s parents, but who’s really gonna give a good goddamn if—”

“Jeannette! Carl!” One quick left and they were suddenly confronted with a riot of balloons outside a double door, along with a sign that said Simpson Party. A couple exclaimed as soon as they caught sight of them. The woman looked like an older, blonder version of Becky, and the man was lanky and lean like Matthew. Chrissy leaned in to exchange hugs while Aaron and Tyler hung back.

“And these must be Zach’s people!” Jeanette looked them over briskly and smiled. “It’s so lovely to meet you both.” They shook hands, and Tyler mouthed Zach’s people over Jeanette’s head when it was Aaron’s turn. “Becky has been singing your praises ever since you arrived,” she continued as they shook her husband’s hand—in total silence. Apparently Carl was a man of few words.

“She’s great,” Aaron said when it seemed like some sort of response was required.

“I was so pleased when I learned that you’re both professionals, like Becky is going to be. It will be good for her to have more of that kind of influence in her life.”

Aaron could practically feel Chrissy start to bridle. “We’re on seating duty,” he said, and it seemed to flip a switch in Jeanette’s head from conversation to giving orders.

“You two stand here and meet people as they come in, match them to the seating chart and direct them to their chairs. And don’t let them dawdle,” she added as she handed over a creased piece of paper with names and places on it. “We’ve got a schedule to keep tonight if we all want to get home early enough to be fresh tomorrow.”

“I’ll show you fresh!”

Jeanette sighed and turned to her husband. “She’s your mother. Can’t you find some way to control her?”

“Honey, don’t ask the impossible.” They left the front door and Aaron turned to look at Chrissy, who appeared very unimpressed.

“Think we can split the holidays?” she muttered. “Because if I’ve got to ring in the new year with them, I’ll have to spike the champagne just to get through the night.”

Tyler patted her on the arm. “Be strong, darlin’. You got this. It’s not for long.”

“True.” She took a deep breath and plastered on another smile. “So! Where am I sitting?”

Aaron looked at the chart. “Left side of the table, on Zach’s left. You’ve got Simon next to you.”

“Thank heavens.” She went into the room, and Tyler sidled in close to Aaron with the pretense of looking at the list.

“Hey, we look professional. How’s that for a dubious honor?”

“I’m okay with looking professional. I just don’t want that to translate to ‘snooty bitch-approved’ for the wedding,” Aaron murmured. A vaguely familiar-looking girl came up to them, and Aaron turned back to the list. “Welcome to the rehearsal dinner. May I have your name?”

They got fifteen people seated in the next ten minutes, almost the entire list. Jeanette was making clucking noises about shutting the doors when a thin, platinum-blonde woman walked up. She had on a navy pantsuit that complemented her bright blue eyes, but her face was heavily lined.

Aaron saw her coming and smiled. “Hi. May I have your name?”

She stopped a few feet away from him and lifted her fingertips to her pale pink lips. “Aaron?” she said unsteadily.

He frowned. “Do we know each other?”

“Aaron… it’s… it’s me. Lia.” She smiled like she wasn’t at all sure such an expression belonged on her face. “Your mother.”

Aaron’s mind just—blanked. Her name wasn’t on the list, and when she’d walked up, he hadn’t even recognized her. There was so little of the dark-haired, empty-eyed woman who had been his reluctant parent for twelve years in this waifish, diffident blonde standing in front of him. Seventeen years later, and he didn’t—he didn’t know her. He didn’t—why was she—

“Excuse me,” he whispered, pressing the paper at Tyler before taking off for the nearest side door. He didn’t turn around when Tyler called out, or when Lia—his mother—that woman spoke up. He couldn’t stop to talk, couldn’t stop to explain himself.

How could he explain what he didn’t understand?




Chapter Eleven

 

 

“AARON!”

Somebody was saying his name, but he couldn’t turn around. He didn’t want to talk—fuck, he didn’t want to think at all. He just wanted to put as much distance as he could between himself and someone he’d put so far from his mind that he’d forgotten what she looked like. How could he forget his own mother’s face? But then, why should he try to remember it, when she’d caused him nothing but grief?

“Aaron, hang on!” A hand grabbed his shoulder but didn’t spin him around, just paused him long enough for his pursuer to get in front of him. It was—Zach. Huh. Unexpected, but since he was there….

“What the hell is she doing here?” Aaron demanded, his voice coming back to him in a sudden rush. “Why didn’t you tell me you invited her, of all people? I wouldn’t have come if I knew I was going to—”

“Wait, hang on.” Zach’s voice was firm but his eyes were pleading. “I didn’t think she was going to come. I really didn’t. I invited her to dinner and the wedding, yeah—she’s got an apartment in Wichita. She’s been clean for five years. I see her maybe twice a year. I invited her because it was the nice thing to do, right? But she didn’t RSVP, and I didn’t think she was really going to come! I didn’t know you were going to come until earlier this week! I never thought the two of you would end up face-to-face. I know you don’t like her.”

“Don’t like her? Don’t like—Zach, that woman ruined our childhood. Do you get that?” Aaron felt so frustrated he could have pulled out his hair. “Do you remember any of that at all? The drugs, the boyfriends, the nights where we had to sleep in the car, that month where we didn’t have a car and had to camp while she was busy getting her next fix? And now you’re buddies? You invited her to your wedding?”

“She’s changed,” Zach insisted, and his voice sounded like it was on the verge of breaking. “She got in touch with me after she got clean, asked if we could talk, and I said yes because—look, she’s not perfect, I know that. I know it was so hard for you when we were little, and you had to do all kinds of things for me that you shouldn’t have and you’re resentful and I get that. I do. But I can’t hold on to that hatred forever. It’s just not in me. And I wish you wouldn’t either.” He let Aaron go and put both hands on his face. “I was so excited when you told me you were coming, but all I’ve done is fuck everything up for you ever since you arrived. Story of our fucking life, right?”

Seeing his brother so upset pulled Aaron out of his defensive posture. He was shit at comforting people, so much better at laying down the law or wriggling out of conflict, but there was no chance for either of those at the moment. He could either get didactic—tell his brother it was him or her, make him pick which family to let in close for his wedding—or he could try to be understanding. He could let it go, for once. He could be the big brother he’d stopped being when they were so young.

“You’re not fucking up. Hey.” He tugged gently at Zach’s hands until they slowly fell. Distantly he was aware of Becky and Tyler coming close, but he ignored them. “Look at me. You’re not fucking up. It’s your wedding. You’re allowed to have whoever you want here.”

“But I—”

“And yeah, I was—surprised, and I’m not taking it all that well, but I’m really fine. I’ll be fine.” It might even be the truth in a few more minutes. Seeing his mother was a shock, but—it had been so long. He didn’t have to care about her the same way anymore. He didn’t have to hold the memory of her, and all the hurt he’d always associated with her, quite so tight. “You didn’t seat us next to each other, right?”

Zach chuckled wetly. “No.”

“Then it’s fine. We can both be here for you and be adults about it, and everything will be okay.”

“Really?” Zach’s eyes were shining, and Aaron hated how uncertain he looked. He pulled his brother into a hug and Zach almost fell into his arms, holding on harder than Aaron had expected.

“Yeah, really,” he said. “We’re okay, got it? We’re good.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you—”

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t, not even close, but the only thing being obstinate would accomplish was making Zach feel awful. Despite every instinct in his body telling him to stay away from her, run, hit the road and don’t look back, Aaron knew he couldn’t. This wasn’t about him.

“Baby?” Becky called out. “Is everything all right?”

“Yeah.” Zach’s voice was muffled against Aaron’s shoulder. He raised his head. “Yeah, it’s all right. It’s just… Lia.”

“Yeah, I saw she arrived.” Becky closed in and frowned apologetically. “We honest-to-God weren’t expecting her, Aaron. We just thought—why even bring it up if she wasn’t going to show?”

“I get it.” He put a little distance between himself and Zach and smiled. It was surprisingly easy to do it. “Come on. We should get back before Becky’s mom has a coronary.”

“She can wait,” Becky snapped. “This is important.”

Tyler came up on Aaron’s right side, and he didn’t even have to look at him to feel himself relax some. “We’re fine. Let’s head back in.”

“You sure you don’t want to take another minute?” Tyler asked.

Aaron shook his head. Another minute wouldn’t help. He’d either be able to handle it, or he wouldn’t. “Nah, not right now. I don’t want to keep people waiting.”

“What Becky said—they can wait.”

“But they don’t have to. It’ll keep.” He projected as much earnestness as he could at Tyler and was relieved when he nodded.

“If you say so.”

Re-entering the dining room and finding their seats felt easier than it should have. Lia was being chatted at by someone on Becky’s side of the family and very carefully didn’t make eye contact as they walked in, and Jeanette hadn’t quite gotten to the “busting a gasket” stage in her anger over the delay. As soon as the four of them sat, the meal began.

Aaron couldn’t have said what the catered dinner consisted of five minutes after he ate it. His mind zipped from place to place, skittering over memories and into potential problems and solutions and, finally, settling into a vague state of being overwhelmed enough that he could barely think at all. He was going to be fine, he was sure of it, but first he needed to get through the dinner and the speeches and the—

“Aaron?”

His head snapped up as Tyler discreetly poked him in the thigh. He turned and saw Jeanette looking at him expectantly. “Yes?” Was that the right answer? Had she even asked a question? What had he missed?

“Do you have a little toast to give for your brother tonight?” she prompted.

Oh fuck, wait, he was supposed to speak? Tonight? First time he’d heard about it. There was no way Aaron could pull off a coherent speech at the moment, much less one that was supposed to be flattering to Zach. He wanted to. He had nice things to say, but his brain wasn’t cooperating.

All he could do was gape like a fish.

Owen muttered, “Dumbass,” and Becky’s face got red and he knew he needed to do something, but he was still too fuzzy.

“He’d like to save his for tomorrow, actually, if you don’t mind me speakin’ tonight,” Tyler said smoothly.

Jeanette frowned. “I don’t know if we’ll have time for another speech at the reception tomorrow.”

“It’ll be short.” Aaron could at least promise that. It would have to be short if he were going to get it out.

“Well then, I suppose it’s all right. Tyler, go ahead.”

Tyler started to stand up, then sat down again with a smile. “I don’t want to loom and make anyone else—” He glanced pointedly at Owen. “—feel inadequate, so I’ll just talk from here. I know that the pair of us showing up for this was a surprise. It’s been a long time since Zach and Aaron have really talked, and I’m sure there was some talk about why. Why now? Why like this? Why not do this sooner or not bother at all?”

“The thing is, I know Aaron. He’s been a friend and more to me for years, since he first came to Tennessee and moved into one of my sisters’ old bedrooms. I was the baby, the only boy, the one who had it easy. I didn’t have to think about things like how to live through hardship or how to be strong when it seemed like nothing was going my way, because those things never happened to me. I didn’t have to imagine a world where I’d be sent to live in a stranger’s home and hope for the best, and I’m grateful for that.”

Aaron didn’t let himself look around, not at Zach, especially not at Lia. He focused on Tyler like he was a lighthouse in a storm. “He didn’t even talk to me for the first week,” Tyler continued. “Wouldn’t say more than a sentence at a time for the first month. It wasn’t until my car broke down and I needed a ride home from football practice that I reached out to him. I didn’t call, just texted. I didn’t really expect him to answer, either. But he did. He came and got me, and even though he still didn’t say much, I knew I had him. I could call him for any reason, and he’d be there. He’d help me with anything, through anything, and that’s true to this day. It’s what makes him a good CPS agent, a good friend, and a good brother.”

“You reached out first, Zach, but you’re never gonna have to reach out again, because now you’ve got both of us. Thanks for making the first move. We can’t wait to get to know you and Becky better.” Tyler lifted his glass, and everyone drank. Aaron did so mechanically, still staring at Tyler, who gave him a wink like he hadn’t just said one of the most meaningful things in Aaron’s entire life.

As soon as people got up and started moving around, Aaron stood and pulled Tyler with him. “Let’s go outside.” He had things he wanted to say, and he didn’t want an audience for it.

“Sure.” They managed to get outside without any problems, but once they were on the grass, the sun setting over the golf course and turning the sky the color of a Georgia peach, Aaron had lost his momentum. He opened his mouth, then sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“What?” Tyler asked with a grin. “I got you buffaloed?”

Aaron shook his head. “Not exactly. Just… what did you—” Tyler’s phone rang, and he grimaced and reached for it.

“It might be work—hey, no, it’s Mom!”

“Answer her, then.”

Tyler looked conflicted. “But you were just about to—”

“I’m not going anywhere. Answer the phone before Diana starts calling me, asking where you are.” He stood back a little bit as Tyler chatted with his mom, his face lighting up like it always did when he talked to her. It was hard, being separated from so much of his family now. Aaron did what he could, but he knew he was no match for family. Although… it was possible he was wrong.

“Yeah, he’s here. Hang on, lemme get him close and I’ll put you on speaker.” Tyler extended a hand and Aaron took it without question, letting Tyler reel him in until their chests almost touched. He put the phone between them, and Aaron smiled as soon as he heard Diana’s voice.

“Honey? Are you there?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, we’re both here.”

“Oh, good! It’s no good talking to just one of my boys when I could be talking to both of you. Tell me all about Leavenworth. Don’t leave anything out. Are you having fun with your little brother? How’s his fiancée?”

“It’s been interesting,” Aaron observed, and Tyler laughed as his mother groaned.

“Tyler Lawson Howards, what did you do?”

Tyler made a wounded noise. “Why do you think I did anything?”

“Because Aaron never uses that tone of voice when you’re bein’ good. Only when you’re bein’ bad and he doesn’t want to let on because he’s too good to you, mister. Now come on, tell me about it.”

“Well… he may have had to drag me out of a fight in the middle of a strip club at Zach’s bachelor party, but I was winning, Mom!”

It was Aaron’s turn to laugh as Diana scolded Tyler, their easy repartee flowing back and forth like the familiar, comforting soundtrack of his favorite movie. He listened and smiled and added his own voice occasionally, until the sky was almost dark and Tyler frowned as his phone beeped.

“Mom, I’m about out of battery here, sorry.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m sorry for taking you both away from the rehearsal dinner. I’ll call again tomorrow when Daddy’s home and you can tell us all about the wedding. Good night, boys, I love you!”

“Love you too, Mom.”

“Yeah, love you,” Aaron said, and saying it was the easiest it had ever been. His fingers were still tangled with Tyler’s, and as Tyler turned the phone off and put it back in his pocket, Aaron let himself take a risk—just a small risk, compared to the ones Tyler had already braved—and leaned in until there was nothing separating them but the clothes they wore. Tyler let him in like he was expecting him, wanting him there, and the reality of their situation hit Aaron like a fist between the eyes.

“I could have had this sooner, couldn’t I?” he asked, squeezing Tyler’s hand as he hooked his chin over his shoulder.

Tyler exhaled, a little shudder rocking him at the end of it, and nodded. “Practically from the day you arrived, yeah.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would you even have believed me?” Tyler asked, his voice rough. “I didn’t think so. I didn’t want to shove the way I feel at you, in case it made you run. I’d do anything to keep you close, even if it means being your friend for the rest of my life, no matter what else I want.”

“You want… family.”

Tyler chuckled. “We’re already family, man. Didn’t you hear Mom? We’re her boys.”

“I know, but that’s not all that you want.”

“Is it all that you want?” Tyler nudged Aaron’s temple with his nose. “Really, is it? Because I’ll give you whatever you want, Aaron. You just have to ask me for it and it’s yours.” Tyler’s voice shook with tension, and Aaron was desperately relieved to be able to respond the way both of them wanted him to.

He drew back just far enough to look Tyler in the eyes. “I want you.” He knew he did, he had for years, wanted everything he could have of Tyler and then some. He just hadn’t believed he’d ever get it. “All of you.”

“You got me, then.”

Aaron was the one who initiated the kiss, tilting his face up and leaning in as he wrapped his free arm around Tyler’s waist. Their lips met, and it was simultaneously wonderfully familiar and thrillingly new. Aaron had never kissed Tyler before, but he knew what to do, how to move so they fit together the way they were meant to. Tyler still shook at the beginning of their embrace, but Aaron didn’t stop kissing him until the tremors faded away.

Tyler finally broke the silence. “Holy shit. Am I drunk?”

Aaron laughed. “Oh my God, really?”

“You can’t blame me for being nervous, man! I’ve thought about this so many times it’s practically tattooed behind my eyelids, and now I’m livin’ it and it’s so much better than I thought it would be.” He shook his head. “Makes me wonder a little, that’s all. Like I might have slipped into an alternate reality while I wasn’t looking.”

“If you did, then I slipped right along with you.”

“I hope so.” Tyler’s arm tightened around him for a moment, then released. “Much as I’d love to keep going, Jeanette’s headed this way.”

Aaron sighed. “Really?”

“Yeah. She has that look on her face like the church ladies get when they’ve got a job for you to do and won’t take no for an answer.”

“God fucking—”

“Aaron! Tyler!” They both turned to face the incoming woman, Aaron resolutely holding on to Tyler’s hand. Jeanette very deliberately didn’t notice it. “Zach tells me you’ve got a truck with a topper. Would you mind terribly being on flower duty?”

“What’s that entail?” Aaron asked.

“Oh, not much! Just—we had to have the flowers delivered to our house instead of the church, because they were having another wedding there today, only they’ve cleared out now. I’d like the get the arrangements over there tonight, if at all possible. One less thing to do tomorrow, and every other car is transporting people.”

Aaron held his sigh in with a struggle. “Sure. We can do that.”

“Lovely! We’ll be ready to go soon. You can follow us and then I’ll make Carl show you to the church.” She walked away, and Aaron looked over at Tyler.

“We’re not done with this.”

Tyler grinned. “I don’t think we’ll ever be done with this, but yeah. We can pick it up again later.”

Damn straight they would.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

AARON woke up wrapped around Tyler again, and he freaked out for a second before remembering that this was allowed. He could cuddle up to Tyler without worrying about making things awkward or pushing himself where he wasn’t welcome, because he was welcome. Tyler had made that as clear as possible the night before.

That was all that had happened the previous night, unfortunately, because it turned out that Becky’s parents had ordered more flowers than could fit in the 4Runner. One trip to the church became two, became three, which eventually became helping Jeanette figure out where they all went, labeling them, and then making sure they were in water. Becky had come along to help out and act as a buffer, and every five minutes she’d mouthed another sorry in their direction.

By the time they were done, it was after eleven, and Jeanette had hurried Becky out of there while muttering about fatigue and makeup and how her eyes weren’t going to look right for the pictures. They’d headed back to Chrissy’s with the expectation of finally getting some privacy, and found Zach and all of his groomsmen in the living room watching Die Hard.

Zach looked over hopefully. “Hey! You guys wanna join us?”

“I don’t think there’s room,” Aaron said. Zach was in the middle of the couch, Owen to the right, Simon to the left, and Matthew was spread out on the floor.

“You could pull over chairs from the kitchen.”

“Or you could just share one,” Owen drawled. “Sit on each other’s laps.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “We ain’t here to be your personal peep show, O-ring.”

“How many fucking times do I have to—ow, fuck!” He rubbed his shoulder where Zach had punched him. “Fine, I’ll shut up. You happy now?”

“Thrilled,” Simon muttered.

Aaron wanted to say no, but after the evening they’d had—Lia had left quietly, and he was grateful for that even though he knew he couldn’t avoid her forever—he thought it would be a good idea to reassure Zach that everything was fine between them. So they stayed up until almost one watching John McClane limp to victory, then spent another fifteen minutes taking turns in the bathroom before they finally got to bed. Aaron was so tired he literally fallen onto the mattress, crawled under the comforter, and blacked out. And when he woke up….

He was spooning Tyler again. And he was allowed to. He pressed his face into the back of Tyler’s shoulder and absorbed the sensation of skin against skin, gazed at the freckles there as though it was the first time he’d ever seen them, and stole heat like it was something he could lock away in a vault.

“Gonna make me blush.” Tyler sounded sleepy but amused.

“Nothing makes you blush.”

“You could, I bet.”

“Oh yeah?” Aaron pressed a kiss to the back of Tyler’s shoulder before pulling away enough to let him roll over. “How?”

Tyler looked at him like he wasn’t entirely sure Aaron was real. “That was a good start,” he murmured. “I’m still not sure we’re really doin’ this.”

“No?”

“Nah. My brain hasn’t come to grips with it yet. Too much like Christmas and my birthday all at once.”

“Huh.” Aaron leaned against Tyler’s chest and grinned when the blush he’d denied could exist blossomed. “I bet I could help you figure it out. Solidify things, you know. Firm them up.” Tyler’s blush spread faster, and it occurred to Aaron, for all of Tyler’s easy acceptance and openness of his own sexuality, he’d never had a boyfriend for very long. Aaron probably had more experience with relationships than Tyler did, and that likely included sex. “Maybe if I gave you a hand….” He waited for Tyler to say something.

When he did, it wasn’t quite what Aaron had expected. “I’m gonna be so fucked up if this doesn’t work.”

“It’s working,” Aaron assured him. “I swear I’m not going to leave you broken.”

“You don’t know that. Things happen, all sorts of things happen. You might—get tired of this. You might—”

Aaron shook his head. “Don’t do that. Don’t put pressure like that on yourself. Nobody’s perfect. I know that. Nobody does everything right all the time, me included. Fuckups are inevitable, and nobody knows the future.”

Tyler sighed. “It just feels like there’s a lot riding on getting this right.”

“Will it make you feel better if I promise you that I’m going to screw up worse than you?” Aaron asked. It actually felt kind of important to get this out there. Aaron knew himself too well to just rely on hope. “Because I will. I’m terrible at relationships. You know that—you’ve seen me through all of them.

“I want this to work.” He did, so badly. “But even if it doesn’t, if we can’t be together like this, we’re still best friends. We’re still family. I won’t leave you without a word. Just… try to trust me, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Good. Now that that’s out of the way, can I kiss you?”

Tyler grinned. “You don’t have to ask.”

Aaron kind of thought he did, but Tyler was already tilting his chin up, his lips parted, and Aaron had to kiss him.

It was soft and warm and thrilling, even more so because they were in bed—in bed together, and it was so easy for Aaron to shift over a little bit, position his groin right next to Tyler’s thigh, and press against it as they kissed.

Tyler gasped, but before Aaron could pull back and ask if it was all right, he pushed his leg up between Aaron’s and said, “Fuck yes, do more of that.”

Aaron smirked against his lips. “More of what? This?” He ground against Tyler’s thigh until he got the moan he was waiting for. “Or is it that you like being held down?” Tyler was bigger, that was undeniable, but being on top made Aaron feel… powerful, in a way he had never felt with another person before. It helped that Tyler’s pupils were blown so wide Aaron could practically hear them expand. He slid a hand around the back of Tyler’s neck and took his mouth in another kiss, moving straight past soft and sweet into hard and demanding. Tyler practically melted underneath him, his muffled, needy sounds doing their part to speed all of Aaron’s blood away from his brain.

“Mmmboth,” Tyler said with a gasp when Aaron finally pulled back. “Can I have both? I want—like this, just—” He slid his leg over until Aaron was snug between his thighs, their torsos pressed together from the chest down. Tyler actually shuddered when their cocks made contact through their boxers, and Aaron had to kiss him again to keep him from shouting the rest of the house awake.

“Like this?” He rocked his hips forward and in, and the sensation of rubbing against Tyler’s erection was almost enough to make his eyes roll back in his head. “You want to come just like this, still dressed, so fucking eager you can’t even wait to get naked before you blow?”

“Don’t think I’m gonna last that long,” Tyler said around gritted teeth as he pressed up, matching Aaron’s rhythm, and–oh, fuck, he had a point. As much as Aaron wanted to feel their bare skin pressed together, it was so good like this, fast and desperate, and he wanted to reach down, slide his hand into Tyler’s shorts, and touch the silky skin of his cock for the first time, but he couldn’t stop moving. He could barely stop kidding him long enough to breathe—

“Ah, fuck, fuck—” Aaron swallowed the rest of Tyler’s sounds, and they vibrated all the way down his chest as Tyler came with a whimper, wet heat slicking the front of his boxers, and just the secondhand feel of it was more than Aaron could bear. He thrust against Tyler’s groin two more times before his own orgasm hit like a shot to the sternum, knocking the wind out of him and sending stars shooting across the backs of his eyelids. His hips jerked a few more times, chasing the residual pleasure. Aaron buried his face in the side of Tyler’s neck and breathed as he slowly came down from the high.

“That.” Tyler’s voice was as slow and dark as molasses. “That was perfect. I love having you like this.” He squeezed his legs around Aaron, just enough to make him feel surrounded. “Like you can’t escape and you don’t even wanna.”

“I don’t.”

“Good, ’cause I’m not letting you go.”

A sudden knock disturbed their tentative reverie. “Boys! You better use the shower while you can, before all the hot water is gone! And the food,” Chrissy added.

Naturally. “Got it!” Aaron called out. “Shit.” The mess he’d made in his shorts was starting to get cold and sticky, though, and the appeal of a hot—or at least lukewarm—shower was pretty strong. He looked up at Tyler, leaned in until their lips were barely a millimeter apart, and said, “I call dibs.”

Tyler went from taut to shaking with laughter in a second. “What are you, man, five?”

“No, just determined.” Aaron pushed back from the warmth of Tyler’s body with a sigh. “I’m not facing this day without a shower.”

“We could share,” Tyler suggested. “So we can both be hot together.”

“That’s not very subtle.”

“Fuck subtle. They all think we’ve been fucking since we got here. Let ’em assume it’s true.” He grinned. “I haven’t given a blowjob in four years, but I bet it’ll come right back with a little practice.”

“Don’t tempt me.” And it was tempting, so tempting to just go from bed to shower and back to bed, but… “We’ve got a wedding to get ready for. We’re due at the church at noon to help decorate, remember?”

“Damn.” Tyler shook his head. “I didn’t do this much work for weddings where I was a member of the wedding party.”

“Keep calm and think of Tennessee,” Aaron advised. “It’ll all be over soon.”

 

 

IT wasn’t going to be over soon enough for either of them, but they managed to move all the flowers—again—and stage everything that might possibly be needed for the ceremony, including a rollout pink carpet for the bride to walk down that would be towed into place by the ushers after everyone else had walked down the aisle.

The best thing about having to spend time with Becky’s half of the family at the church was getting to know her grandmother, who took one look at the paper carpet and declared it “the tackiest damn thing I’ve ever seen at a wedding, and I once watched a live dove get released and shit on the groom as it flew away.”

“Oh my God.” Aaron half thought Tyler was going to go down on one knee as he said it. “Can you be my grandma too?”

Becky’s grandma patted him on the cheek. “Sure I can, dear. There’s plenty of this old lady to go around.”

Becky’s mother looked like her face was going to catch on fire. “Matilda, please. Can we focus on your actual family for now?”

“The bride’s not even here yet. She’s still primping! Relax, Jeanette. Go throw some birdseed. See if you can attract doves.”

It was good having something to do, honestly. The previous night, working to get ready for the wedding, had felt like a chore: at the moment it felt like a reprieve from dwelling on the upcoming ceremony and an excellent opportunity to admire Tyler in a suit that fit like a glove. If Aaron focused on him hard enough, if he stayed busy enough, he could forget that he was going to see his mother again today. It was probably the worst kind of avoidance and something his psychologist would have given him hell for, but he genuinely had no desire to talk to her. Looking at her and seeing someone he didn’t recognize—maybe it should have been comforting, a sign of positive change. It didn’t feel that way, though.

Luckily Tyler made it easy to focus on him. “Think we could slip away to the nearest storage closet for a quickie?” he murmured as they broke down empty boxes in the church annex, which was where the reception would be directly after the wedding. “’Cause as good as you look in your suit, I think you’d look even better out of it.”

Shit. It was an appealing thought—too appealing, considering that they really weren’t alone and wouldn’t be for the foreseeable future. Quiet caterers floated around them, setting up tables and laying out the favors that they’d constructed at the head of each place setting. The wedding cake—also decorated in Royals colors—took up an entire table at the far end of the hall, right next to where the bride and groom would be sitting for the late lunch.

Aaron reluctantly shook his head. “Too many people around.”

“None of these guys are gonna give a shit if we go get busy on the side.”

“We’re in a church, Ty.”

“Since when d’you care about that?”

Aaron was an atheist and not about to change his ways. “Since if we got discovered and Jeanette found out about it, we’d be kicked to the curb so fast our feet left skid marks, no matter how much Zach wanted us around.”

“But I can be superfast!”

“I want you slow,” Aaron countered, and now it was his turn to smirk as Tyler’s face was overtaken by a blush.

“Do we have to stay for the reception?”

Aaron shrugged. “At least through my speech.”

“I hope you go early, then.”

For all the fussing and fretting and running around to get the church ready, the actual wedding itself was pretty brief. People came in and were seated—there were no bride and groom’s sides, and Aaron was grateful for a chance to mingle, since Becky’s family was a lot more numerous than Zach’s. Chrissy reached out and took his mother under her wing as soon as she stepped through the church doors, and Aaron felt a moment of profound gratitude, even though she probably wasn’t doing it for him. Being on the other side of the church, outside of speaking distance—he could handle that.

The organist looked to be about ninety, but she’d clearly done this a lot—she didn’t even have to glance at the keys as she started playing. Zach, his groomsmen, and the bridesmaids walked down the aisle, and then the ring bearer and the flower girls, one of whom was eating her rose petals instead of throwing them. Then the pink carpet was unrolled, and a moment later the music changed to the wedding march, and everyone stood up as Becky walked down the aisle.

Well, Aaron didn’t. He kept his eyes on Zach as his expression changed from nervous to awed and excited. He looked happy, so happy he could barely hold still, and it was almost like a release to see it. Aaron hadn’t had a role in making Zach happy for years, but he could remember when it had been his greatest goal. Keep the family together, keep Zach happy, keep things under control.

The family had fallen apart, and Aaron had had plenty of out-of-control moments, but Zach was happy and Aaron would be there for him in every way he could. Not alone, though. He wouldn’t have to do things alone anymore.

The ceremony was brief, the vows sweet and earnest, and the kiss was as raunchy as they could probably get away with in a church, with Becky’s grandma calling out, “More! Encore!” And then it was done, the wedding party whisked away for pictures and Jeanette very firmly directing people into the annex to mingle before the meal. The DJ already had music playing, there was an open bar, and the tables of finger foods distracted Tyler enough that Aaron just told him to “Go eat, for God’s sake. Your stomach sounds like an angry dog.”

That, naturally, was the moment when Lia found him—no Tyler or Chrissy to redirect their paths or lessen the uncomfortable awkwardness that came from having to make conversation with someone you had never wanted to talk to again. Still, Aaron was a goddamn adult, and he’d worked with worse parents. He could handle his own.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” His mother smiled tentatively. “We didn’t get much of a chance to chat yesterday.”

“No, that’s true.” He had to talk to her, but he didn’t have to make it easy.

“Chrissy tells me you’re doing really well in Tennessee.”

“Yeah, I am. I like my job.” And for the first time in a long while, Aaron really felt the truth of that, deep in his gut. He wasn’t just good at his job. He liked it. He liked helping the kids. He liked seeing families come together again if they could. He liked helping to make new families, and when he felt Tyler step up just behind him, a silent but reassuring presence at his back, he smiled. “I like it a lot.”

“I’m so glad.” Lia was quiet for a moment, but Aaron let her gather herself, because he knew something else was coming. “Do you—would you believe me if I said I was sorry? Because I am. I’m so sorry. I can’t even tell you how much I regret everything I put you through.”

Hearing it was a little like being stabbed in the stomach with a knife, but a very small one. It hurt, but he wasn’t about to bleed out. “I appreciate that,” Aaron managed. “It doesn’t really matter, though. You weren’t sorry enough back then to stop the drugs and keep us all together. The fact that I turned out okay, that Zach turned out okay—that’s not due to you. So I’m glad to hear you say it, but I think it’s probably more important for you to apologize than for me to be apologized to. But—I get it. Thanks.”

Lia nodded. “My counselor—I’ve got a lot of them, but this one’s in charge of the addiction clinic—she said saying sorry usually means more to the offender than anybody else. I just wanted you to know, though. I was a terrible mother, but I’m trying not to be a terrible person.”

If she needed a little validation, he could give it to her. “Good.” A very little bit.

“Can I—is it okay if I friend you on Facebook? I don’t want to—Zach calls it lurking, I think? I don’t want to lurk, but I would like to know what you’re up to. I promise not to bother you there.”

If friending his mother on social media was the most that was going to be expected of Aaron out of this, he’d take it. “Sure, that’s okay.”

“All right, good.” Her smile was the mirror image of his, and it felt strange to have something of himself reflected back at him after so long. “Thank you, Aaron.” She glanced at Tyler, then turned and walked into the crowd.

Aaron exhaled explosively. As conversations went, it was as benign as he could have hoped for. As for reactions…. Aaron wasn’t quite sure whether he wanted to shrug their brief conversation off completely, reflect on it for a while, or stalk outside like he had yesterday and yell at the sky for a while.

“Is it just me, or was that really fucking Stepford?”

Thank God that Tyler was around to distract him. “I think that was as good as I could expect,” he said, turning to face Tyler and not keep staring at the sea of people that Lia had blended into.

“Yeah, I know. That’s why I don’t like it.”

“You’d prefer tears and shouting and begging?”

Tyler scowled. “I think you deserve a little groveling, all things considered. So she’s sorry, good for her, wants to be your buddy, fuckin’ hoorah. That doesn’t mean you have to let her.”

Aaron shook his head. “I don’t want to dwell on her. Not today. This is Zach’s day. Maybe not any day, but definitely not now. And I don’t trust groveling. It’s too theatrical to be meaningful.”

Tyler waggled his eyebrows. “Does that mean you wouldn’t like me on my knees?”

That—would be a pretty picture. Aaron swallowed hard. “Not if you’re down there begging me for forgiveness. If you had another reason to be on your knees, though, I’d play it out.”

Tyler groaned under his breath. “Tell me you have a condom stashed somewhere, and I will drag you to the nearest closet to blow you and God can just enjoy the view.”

Aaron laughed, hard enough that he grabbed on to Tyler’s arm after a second to keep from swaying. He’d heard Tyler’s version of foreplay leveled at other people before, just not at him. It was refreshingly direct.

“Sorry, no. But if you want to ask Owen for one, I’m sure he brought some in case he gets lucky with a bridesmaid.”

Tyler squinched his face up with disgust. “Ew, fuckin’ no! I’ll handle a few more hours of celibacy, thanks. We should eat soon, right?” he added. “And then there’s speeches and dancing and then we can leave?”

“You’re the one with all the wedding experience, you tell me.”

It turned out that Tyler’s timeline was off, by quite a bit. Jeanette was determined that her daughter make an entrance, so the bridal party didn’t even show up for another forty-five minutes, to great fanfare from the DJ. The meal was buffet-style, but no one would have known it given how slow people were to actually get up, get their food, and sit down again. There were speeches from the respective parents, from several people in the wedding party, and even a few minutes where the microphone got passed around to random people who had well-wishing they wanted to throw out there.

By the time Aaron was up, people were already shifting in their seats and all the glasses were empty from toasting.

He considered all the things he could say, threw out 90 percent of them, and went with, “Zach and Becky deserve every happiness together, and after getting to know both of them better this past week, I’m convinced they’re going to have that happiness every day for the rest of their lives. I’m honored to be a part of their celebration and look forward to having a place in their future together. To Zach and Becky.” He lifted his champagne flute—sparkling cider for him—in his brother’s direction, pleased that both he and Becky were smiling, and drank.

Then came half a dozen special dances, from father-daughter and mother-son to the money dance. By the time the DJ turned on his portable disco ball and played the electric slide, it was dark outside and Aaron had had enough food, drink, and socializing for the day. Possibly the rest of the week.

It was a lot more bearable with Tyler sitting there beside him, holding his hand like their palms had been welded together.

He rubbed his thumb over Tyler’s knuckles, then nudged his leg. “Hey. You ready to get out of here?”

Tyler put down the beer he had been nursing with an adamant thump. “Hell yeah. I say we hit the road before Jeanette decides she wants us around for cleanup too.” He got to his feet and held out a hand to Aaron, who took it. Tyler pulled him to his feet and into his arms, his face lighting up with a mischievous smile. Before Aaron could react, he leaned in and kissed him on the mouth, under the strobe lights, on the sidelines of the crowd of their family and friends.

The only attention they garnered was from Grandma, where she was dancing with a trapped-looking Owen on the dance floor. “You get you some, honey!”

“Planning on it!” Tyler called back to her.

Owen tried to roll his eyes but winced when his swollen, bruised souvenir from his fight refused to cooperate.

Tyler laughed. “Closest thing we can get to parental approval, right there.”

“It’s nice that we don’t need it. Come on.” Aaron led the way to the annex exit. “Let’s get out of here.”

 

 

AARON had never thought of himself as a particularly patient lover. He didn’t usually even think to draw things out—he wanted to come, he wanted to make his partner come, he wanted them both to be satisfied, but there was no point in dwelling on it, right? Why linger, when you could be just as happy getting to the point and moving on?

Tyler made him seriously rethink his stance on taking things fast, because seeing him splayed out on the cheap polyester sheets of the guest bed, long limbs akimbo and moving restlessly as Aaron worked him over, and the way he called Aaron’s name, how happy and desperate he looked—it was ridiculously appealing. Aaron was transfixed, playful, wanting to make sure Tyler enjoyed himself while at the same time indulging in everything he wanted to do to the man. Fortunately those were almost entirely the same things, but after sharing a shower, then twenty solid minutes of sucking Tyler’s cock without letting him come, both of them were getting a little edgy.

Aaron relaxed his jaw again and sank down, as low as he could get, until Tyler bumped the back of his throat. He filled him, solid and warm in his mouth, welcome despite the taste of latex. Soon, he thought to himself, no condoms. He wanted to taste the salt of Tyler’s skin, feel the way it rubbed against his tongue like velvet. Aaron stayed flush to Tyler’s groin until Tyler finally wove his hands into Aaron’s hair and pulled him off with a groan.

“How the hell do you hold your breath that long?” he asked faintly, his eyes wide and bright as he stared down at Aaron.

Aaron grinned. “Practice.”

“Gah.” Tyler flopped his head back against the pillow. “Don’t make me feel all jealous and appreciative at the same time. My brain can’t take it.” His hips twitched abortively, little motions that begged for attention without being too pushy. Aaron wanted pushy, though. He leaned in again and fondled Tyler’s tight balls in his hand, tugging down on them until Tyler whimpered.

“You can hold me in place.” He pressed his head up into Tyler’s hands. “Fuck my mouth. Do it until you come.”

“Son of a bitch, finally.” He pushed Aaron back down and Aaron went, sucking Tyler deep again and using his hand at the base of his long cock, moving with the motion of Tyler’s push-pull, getting harder and faster until he came a bare ten seconds later, cursing and quivering as he did. Aaron sucked until Tyler’s noises became plaintive and his hands relaxed, then let him go. Before he could take care of the condom, Tyler tugged him up and forward, until Aaron was sprawled across his chest, having the life kissed out of him.

“You’re so fucking good,” Tyler whispered against his lips. “So good. I knew you would be. Fuck, what can I do? I’ll do anything.”

It wasn’t going to take much at this point. Aaron was leaking precome, and one tentative stroke of his cock was enough to make him shudder. “I’d let you fuck me,” Tyler said, and Aaron bit his lip so hard that his teeth cut through the tender skin. “I want you to.”

“There’s no way I’ll last that long.”

“Then just—wait—” He pushed up and rolled over under Aaron until Aaron was flush against his back, his cock thrust between Tyler’s thighs, which he clenched tight. “Like this? Is this okay?”

It was tight, with not enough lube to make the glide comfortable, but Aaron was sure he’d never felt anything better. “Yeah.” Fuck, was that his voice, breathless and hoarse and so turned on, it could have lit every light in the house? “It’s good.” He thrust a few times, the head of his cock nudging Tyler’s balls, rubbing over his hole, and the punched-out sound he made, oh fuck, it was so good—

Aaron came in a rush, thrusting through the pleasure, through the new slickness easing his path, through the intense rush of having exactly what he wanted, exactly as he wanted it. God, it was everything and barely anything, just the start, just the beginning….

He fell over onto his side and took Tyler with him, wrapping his arms around Tyler’s shoulders and probably holding him too tightly, but Tyler didn’t seem to care. “Damn.”

“Yeah, man.” Tyler sounded a little smug. “Awesome. I knew it would be.”

Aaron hid his grin in Tyler’s hair. “How many times have you thought about this?”

“More than I can remember. I carried my torch a long time.”

Aaron shook his head. “I can’t help but think I’m going to be a disappointment in some ways, after years of fantasies.”

Tyler huffed. “Yeah, maybe if I didn’t know you at all. I do, though. I’ve lived with you, Aaron. I’m not gonna get blindsided by how weird you can be or surprised when you fart in bed or anything. There’s no disappointment to be had.”

“Tell me if there is, though.” Tyler started, but Aaron cut him off, splaying one hand over Tyler’s heart. “I’m serious. We know each other, but we’ve never had this kind of relationship before. We have to talk to each other about things before they become stumbling blocks. You said you were worried about things not working out. I am too, but it’ll go better if we stay honest.”

“Gotcha.” He was silent for a moment. “In the interest of honesty, then, I have to get this condom off my dick before it dries in place. And my thighs are gross, man. How long have you been saving that up?”

Aaron chuckled and kissed the back of Tyler’s neck. “Fine. Cleanup. We might as well take advantage of the shower again as long as no one else is here.”

“You read my mind,” Tyler said, then rolled away and held out a hand to Aaron.

He took it without a second thought.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

“YOU should take some food for the road.”

“I don’t think we’re going to need any,” Aaron said. He and Tyler hadn’t delved too deeply into the snacks they’d set out with originally, and they didn’t have an actual timeline for getting to Chicago. New York City, they’d decided, would wait until Tyler didn’t have to telecommute. “Sometime within the next few days” seemed like plan enough, and knowing Tyler, they’d be stopping at every weird, themed restaurant or monument along the way. There’d be plenty of time to eat.

“No, hon.” Chrissy crossed her arms. “You’ve seen the state of my fridge. It’s worse now, worse, since I got wedding food to bring home. I swear, Jeanette must think I can’t cook, but I couldn’t exactly tell her no when she offered it.” None of them were very good at telling Jeanette no. “So you’ve got to take some of it with you. Save me from myself, Aaron.”

“The groomsmen—”

“—are already gone! Matt drove Simon to the airport this morning, and Owen’s dragged himself back off to his uncle’s hole in the ground. They got away before I could give them any of it.”

She had a point. And Aaron certainly hadn’t been sad to see any of them go. He’d been friendly enough with Matt and Simon, and managed to shake Owen’s hand without getting into a squeezing match, which was good since Aaron would definitely have lost. Owen hadn’t had much to say in the end, which was just how Aaron liked it. Zach had certainly seemed to approve. If a casual détente was the best he could hope for, then he was grabbing it with both hands. He was out helping Tyler load up the truck.

Aaron tried again. “We don’t have a cooler.”

“I’ve got one you can take with you. Just the easy stuff,” she begged. “The little quiches and the cheese squares and the veggie platter. Tyler loved the quiches, didn’t he? Don’t you want to make your boyfriend happy?” she added with a wink.

Well, that cat was definitely out of the bag. Aaron found that he kind of liked it, actually. Chrissy didn’t seem put off or offended, just… pleased for them. The way Diana would be.

Aaron smiled. “Fine. Where’s the cooler?”

Naturally, by the time they were done packing it, he had cinnamon rolls, baseball-frosted sugar cookies, and a half gallon of milk in there.

Tyler was delighted. “Nice! We can have cookies and milk on the road!”

“Great.”

“Dude.” He nudged Aaron with his elbow. “You know you want cookies and milk on the road.”

“It’s going to be so messy.”

“We can take turns. I’ll hold the cup while you’re driving. You hold it while I’m driving.”

“I’m surprised you don’t just want to drink out of the carton.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “That’s a brilliant idea!”

Aaron was saved from a potentially embarrassing reaction to Tyler’s cuteness by the beep of an incoming text. He pulled out his phone and checked it, then did a double take. It was Whit. Maybe it was personal, but maybe it was about work, maybe…. Aaron was momentarily stunned to realize that he hadn’t even thought about his job for the past few days. It was almost enough to make him feel guilty, especially since he didn’t know how things had turned out for Tommy, except—damn it, it was his vacation. This was what he was supposed to do.

“Give me a second,” he murmured, and walked toward the backyard, Norman trotting happily at his heels.

The text was innocuous enough. How was the wedding? You get through it without too much familial weirdness?

Aaron snorted and texted back. Still alive, at least. It actually went pretty well. How is Tommy? Did something happen?

Aaron wasn’t very good at interpreting emoji, but he was pretty sure this little face meant “Calm the hell down, buddy.” Tommy is fine. He’s staying at the gym for now, working there too—with a signed lease and everything, all above board, so don’t freak out. All is well.

Good to know.

When are you getting back in?

Not for another week. We’re detouring to Chicago. Aaron bit his lip, then decided to go for it. Tyler and I are dating now.

There was a long pause, and then—I don’t believe it.

Aaron bristled and started typing out a response, but then the next part of Whit’s message came through. Fucking finally! Who manned up, you or him? I bet it was you. Too pretty in his suit, huh?

That was uncomfortably close to the truth, so Aaron elected to ignore it. Mutual decision.

You happy, then?

At least this reply didn’t take any thought. Definitely.

Good. What followed was a long string of hearts, ending with, See you in a week, loverboy.

See you. Aaron put his phone away, then jumped a little as Tyler touched his elbow.

“Everything okay?” he asked. “Was that work?”

“No, it was Whit. And everything’s… fine.” Nothing was falling apart. No one was desperate without him. Nothing bad had happened. A little part of Aaron felt disappointed by that, like it was a letdown that he could be covered for so easily, but for the most part, all he felt was relief. “I’m fine.”

Tyler grinned. “Yeah you are.”

“Was that supposed to be flirting?”

“What, not suggestive enough? ’Cause I can do better, if you really want to hear about how much I want you to bend me over and—”

Aaron clapped a hand over his mouth before Tyler could get it out, which lasted until Tyler licked his palm like a naughty five-year-old.

“Gah, you’re so gross.”

“I thought you liked it when I licked you!”

Aaron rolled his eyes and nudged Tyler toward the door. “I think it’s time to go. You got all your milk and cookies and everything else we brought in the car?”

“Yep.”

“Great.” Then they could say their goodbyes and hit the road.

It wasn’t as awkward as it could have been.

Becky was just out of the shower, and when she hugged Aaron, it felt like being enveloped in a warm, vanilla-scented cloud. “We’ll be closer than ever soon,” she said as she squeezed him tight. “I don’t want to wait for another wedding to get to see you guys.”

“You should come to Tennessee when you get a break.” It felt like the right thing to offer, although Aaron didn’t have a spare bedroom and didn’t know where he’d put them. Something to figure out later, if the visit actually happened. “We can show you all around beautiful Tipton Hollow. It’ll only take about twenty minutes to see downtown and then the trees and hills and trees and hills and trees.”

“Maybe thirty if there’s traffic,” Tyler agreed.

Becky smiled. “Hey, here we’re farms, prisons, and military bases. Not exactly the most scenic locale either. You say the word, we’ll be there.” She moved on to hugging Tyler and left Aaron facing off with Zach. Well, facing off might have been too strong—they stared at each other with matching awkward pauses, Zach running one hand nervously through his hair, before Aaron remembered how to act like an adult.

“Thanks for inviting us,” he said, and held out his hand. Zach took it, and that could have been it—a friendly handshake and the promise for a meeting farther down the road. But when Aaron looked into his brother’s eyes, all of a sudden a hand just wasn’t enough. He pulled him forward into a hug and Zach fell into it like gravity had given him a shove. His arms wrapped tightly around Aaron’s neck, so tight he almost couldn’t breathe for a second, and Aaron remembered the last time he’d gotten a hug like this. It had come from Zach right before they were separated, when Zach hadn’t understood all the details but knew things were coming to an end.

No matter what had happened between now and then, how their lives had separated and gone on and turned out okay, there was still a part of Aaron that had felt the loss of his little brother every day. Even when he hadn’t felt like he could reach out, like he didn’t have a place there anymore, somewhere in his heart he had wanted one. And if the way Zach was holding on to him was any indication, he’d felt the same.

Aaron lifted a hand and ruffled the hair on the back of Zach’s head before cupping it for a moment. “Seriously. I’m glad we came.” So glad. “Thank you.”

“Thank you.” The words were muffled, but they rang heartbreakingly sincere. They held each other for another minute before Zach finally loosened his arms and stepped back. He looked a little wobbly, but his smile got more genuine when Becky wrapped her arms around him from behind. “You guys drive safe. Have fun in Chicago.”

“We will,” Tyler assured him. “I mean, Chicago. Gotta be somethin’ for everyone there, right? I know you guys aren’t havin’ your actual honeymoon until next year, but if you get the chance to get away, you should, while you’re still in the mood to fuck each other’s brains out.”

Zach blushed and Becky laughed. “That mood comes around pretty often!”

“Indulge, girl. Indulge.”

“Oh, I will. You too.”

“Oh, I will. I’ve got this plan for—”

“It’s like you two are the related ones,” Aaron broke in while Zach’s rosy cheeks went crimson. “We need to get on the road if we’re going to make it to Chicago before dark.”

“We could draw it out and stop in Springfield instead.” Tyler looked down at his phone. “It’s Abraham Lincoln-ville there. We could see his house and his tomb and his library and his museum—”

“That might be too much of a good thing.”

“There’s no such thing as too much when it comes to Abe Lincoln, Aaron!”

“We’re going to have to agree to disagree.” Aaron turned back to his brother, Becky, and Chrissy. “Okay, well… thanks again for putting us up, and congratulations.”

“Any time, honey,” Chrissy assured him. Norman, sitting at Chrissy’s feet, barked once. Aaron was going to take that as a farewell.

It was a bittersweet relief to put the familiar blue house and its army of gnomes in the rearview mirror. Aaron couldn’t quite loosen his throat up enough to talk as he pulled back onto the highway and headed for the Missouri border, and Tyler didn’t push it.

They drove in mutual silence for half an hour before Tyler drawled, “So. How do you feel about road head?”

Aaron almost choked on his tongue. “I—wait, what?”

“Road head. You think you could focus on driving while I gave you a blowjob?”

“No!”

He grinned at Aaron. “Then you better find a place to pull off while we’re still surrounded by fields, because I plan on having my mouth around your dick in the next sixty seconds whether we’re still moving or not.”

After a moment’s consideration, Aaron pulled off the road.




Epilogue

 

 

THERE was something perfectly, bizarrely domestic about the scent of roasting turkey wafting through the bedroom while they were having sex. Pre-Thanksgiving dinner sex—Tyler insisted they’d be too full for it later and he wasn’t going to let tryptophan cockblock him. It was an idea Aaron could get behind, but the actual execution of it was coming up a little short. He’d never cooked a turkey before—an actual turkey hadn’t been an option for most of his childhood, and when he lived on his own he’d made do with frozen dinners and cold cuts.

Now he was living with Tyler, though, and had been since the end of the summer, and Tyler wanted a homemade turkey for Thanksgiving. Aaron had managed to veto the deep-fried option, thank God, but he’d underestimated just how distracting the scent of unfamiliar food would be.

“Do you think it’s burning?”

Tyler pulled away and sighed. “I’m doin’ this blowjob wrong if you’re thinking about turkey while I’m goin’ down on you.”

Aaron felt himself blush. “No, it’s—I just—you barely even started,” he pointed out, which was true, but not a good excuse. “Sorry.”

“Eh, you’re anxious. It happens. First dinner party together and all.”

“It isn’t our first dinner party as a couple.” They’d had a whole slew of weekend barbecues, some of which hadn’t even devolved into seeing who could coax the biggest fireball out of the grill.

“First formal one. And your brother’s coming.” Tyler grinned. “Trust me, you’re gonna be happy we convinced him and Becky to stay in a hotel.”

Aaron arched one eyebrow. “Why is that?”

“Because you wouldn’t let yourself scream otherwise.”

“Big talk for someone who—ah—” Aaron stuttered over his words as Tyler’s soft, smooth lips descended over the head of his cock again. This time the sensation was joined by the feel of a slick finger rubbing gently over his hole, and Aaron sucked in a breath. “Oh, fuck.”

“Mm-hmm.” Tyler couldn’t exactly speak, but he still managed to sound smug as he sucked Aaron’s cock deeper into his mouth, until the head hit the back of his throat. He swallowed, and Aaron groaned. Tyler had already been amazing at blowjobs when they got together, but it had taken a while for him to get really comfortable with ass play. Fortunately, he was a fast learner. He pressed his finger inside of Aaron, slow and steady, and crooked it just a little bit as he licked a line from Aaron’s balls up to his crown.

“More.” Fuck, he loved this, and Tyler was too turned on to tease him, giving him a second finger just as smoothly as the first and rubbing gently over his prostate. Aaron couldn’t take too much of that, it made him oversensitive, but he loved it as a warm-up. “God, yes.” He fucked down against Tyler’s hand, pushing his long fingers deeper inside, forcing his hole to stretch around their base.

“You payin’ attention to me now?” Tyler asked once he pulled back again, trying for seductive but coming off more desperate instead.

“Yes, shit, I am—oh, fuck—” That was three fingers, and it stretched and it burned and Aaron needed every inch of it to get him ready for Tyler because Tyler was, to be succinct, fucking hung. “I’m good. I’m ready.”

“You’re a liar, darlin’.” Tyler spread his fingers apart a little, prompting Aaron to whine. “You’re still tight. We fuck almost every day. How are you still so goddamn tight?”

“I don’t know.” Aaron tried to sound nonchalant. “Maybe my ass just doesn’t find you that memorable.”

Tyler grinned. It was a very particular grin, reserved for moments when he was about to win at HALO or when he was about to screw Aaron into the mattress—wide, bright, and sharklike.

“We’ll see about that.” He eased his fingers out, and Aaron barely had time to miss them, because a moment later his ankles were slung over Tyler’s shoulders. His breath caught in his chest as Tyler slicked his cock, lined up, and gradually pressed inside.

Tyler might joke about the tightness, but he didn’t test it by going too hard, too fast. He was willing to learn what Aaron liked, and how, and that made him ten times better than some of Aaron’s previous boyfriends. “Better than Len?” Tyler had asked more than once, and Aaron was happy to reassure him. Better, and the caution was necessary, because fuck—Tyler really was big.

Aaron relaxed in increments, until finally Tyler was as deep as he could go, deeper than his fingers, not scraping at Aaron’s prostate but giving it firm, solid, maddening pressure. Aaron sighed with pleasure, not even realizing his eyes had drifted closed until Tyler shifted his hands to his hips, hiking him up a little higher and making him gasp.

“You feel so fuckin’ good.” Tyler didn’t find dirty talk easy, but he had no problem keeping up a running commentary of what he loved about Aaron. It had taken Aaron months to stop blushing over it. “Can’t believe how good you are, fuck.” He started to move, short, sharp jabs that touched Aaron in all the right ways. Aaron moaned and reached a hand down toward his cock. “No baby, don’t, let me suck you off.”

“I won’t last that long,” Aaron admitted. He was close already, balls tightening of their own accord, and it hadn’t even been ten minutes. Maybe not even five. Shit, his willpower was shot to hell when it came to being with Tyler.

“Yeah you will.” Tyler thrust faster, staying deep and hard and fast. “You will ’cause you know you want my fingers back in you, pushing my come inside while you fuck my mouth. Fuck, I love it when you do that. You only really let yourself when you need to get off so bad you don’t care anymore if you’re chokin’ me.” His voice became breathless, his abs tightening against the back of Aaron’s thighs. He rode Aaron hard and Aaron forced his eyes to stay open so he could watch the moment when Tyler gave in, succumbed to the feeling, and let himself go. His voice went low and dark, a sort of gasping groan that Aaron might have teased him about if he hadn’t been so close to the edge himself.

Tyler went deep and stayed there for a long moment, panting as he recovered himself. Aaron clenched his hands in the edges of the pillow under his head and resolutely didn’t reach for his cock, no matter how much it was throbbing now, no matter how badly he wanted to come. He would wait, he could, Tyler would get there… although if he didn’t get there in the next thirty seconds or so, Aaron might be forced to take things into his own hands.

Fortunately, Tyler remembered not to linger. He pulled out and dropped down, bouncing the foot of the bed with his weight as he readjusted, then slid three of his fingers—so easily now, so much more easily—into Aaron’s ass. He licked the head of Aaron’s cock, then again, until Aaron gave in and grabbed Tyler by the hair like he knew the little shit wanted. He thrust into Tyler’s mouth, touching his throat again and Tyler only hummed with satisfaction, fingering Aaron to the same tempo as his thrusts. It didn’t take long for Aaron to grit his teeth, clench his ass, and empty his balls into Tyler’s mouth.

Orgasm tended to make Aaron hazy. He wasn’t like Tyler, couldn’t snap out of it and hop to the next thing lickety-split. He eased his grip on Tyler’s hair enough to pet it instead, but that was as coordinated as he was going to get for the next fifteen minutes. Tyler settled in next to him, sticky and smug and pressing kisses to Aaron’s jaw, and Aaron relaxed into it. Everything was perfect.

Wait.

He inhaled deeply, then forced himself to speak. “It really smells like something is burning now.”

Tyler went completely still for a second, then swore and jumped to his feet. “Shit, the turkey!” He ran buck-naked out of the room, and Aaron rolled onto his side, laughing.

Burned Thanksgiving turkey aside, it was still perfect.
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The Walker Boys

All hands on deck for a shipboard romance—with a secret.

 Like his cousins, Devin Walker aspires to be a chef, but he wants to indulge his wanderlust while feeding his customers, and working a cruise ship seems like the solution. Since he can’t find an opening in the kitchen, he’s happy to start out in a position behind the bar.

While onboard Poseidon’s Pearl, Devin is assigned to shepherd a visiting executive. Paul Bailey is quiet and unassuming, and a car accident that cost him his leg also shattered his confidence. He doesn’t think he’s attractive to other men anymore, and Devin is eager to show him just how wrong he is. But Paul has a surprising secret, and it might sink their passionate affair before it even makes it out of port.
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Femme Faux Fatale by Susan Laine

Mystery. Murder. Men in silk stockings. Hollywood nights are heating up. 

Hardboiled Los Angeles PI Cain Noble is hired by wealthy and gorgeous Camille Astor to find her husband and a priceless work of art, both of which have disappeared.

 At the nightclub owned by Mr. Astor, Cain encounters the mesmerizing Lily Lavender, who has the body of a goddess and the sultry voice of an angel—but is really a young man named Riley who attracts trouble like a magnet.

 What’s a private dick in the vein of LA’s bygone era and a cross-dressing burlesque starlet to do when faced with the hidden decadence and lethal dangers of the Hollywood Hills? They have their work cut out for them because they haven’t even scratched the surface of an elaborate scheme more twisted than anyone could ever have imagined.
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