
  
    
      
    
  


  …My stomach fluttered with nerves. As if I didnt have enough to think about, it occurred to me that I hadnt asked Seth about this guy. Theyd been good friends for a long time, which said a lot since Seth didnt trust anyone any farther than he could throw them.


  But I was curious. What kind of guy went into acupuncture, anyway? I could only imagine the banter between these two. Seth the hardcore prove-it-or-itdidnt-happen atheist versus “Dr.” Whitman the acupuncturist. Of course, the guy had persuaded Seth to get this kind of treatment. That more than anything made me raise my guard. What was I dealing with here? A guy who could sell used cars and snake oil? Or a New Age, hippie type who bought into this as much as his clients did?


  Give him a chance, Jason.

  I closed my eyes and released a breath. I would give him a chance. After the other nights excruciating episode, Id believe in unicorns if someone told me it would help. Well, not really. I was desperate, but I knew that was when I was most vulnerable to a convincing sales pitch. The proof had damn well better be in the pudding, or I wasnt buying.

  Down the hall, a door opened. As footsteps and a male voice approached, I turned my head. An elderly woman appeared first, and when the source of the male voice came into view, I almost choked on my breath.

  Apparently that was the kind of guy who went into acupuncture. Holy. Fuck.

  I couldnt say if I was expecting dreadlocks and hemp or glasses and a lab coat, but what I wasnt expecting was six-foot-plus of oh my God with a heaping dose ofplease tell me you’re single…
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  CHAPTER 1


  One night without waking up in pain didnt seem like too much to ask. Just one goddamned night. Eight hours of uninterrupted unconsciousness. No scalding hot showers at three fifteen. No forcing back pain-induced nausea long enough to throw back a few pills. No waking up feeling like Id been hit by a truck and hadnt slept in months.


  Just. One. Night.

  Either it really was too much to ask, or I was asking the wrong deity, because I was awake again. And tonight, even more than recently, it was excruciating.

  Pain had jarred me out of a semi-sound sleep in the form of a white-hot blade extending from my left collarbone to the back of my shoulder. It didnt matter how many times this happened, it always startled me, and always made my eyes water.

  Biting back curses, I carefully freed myself from Kyles— Kevins?—arms and gingerly sat up. Once I was upright, I took a few slow, deep breaths until it all subsided enough for me to open my eyes and focus them.

  The alarm clock said a little past four, whichmeant Id been asleep for less than an hour. Now that was just cruel, damn it.

  I needed a hot shower. That would loosen up some of the muscle spasms. I got up, moving carefully and quietly so I wouldnt wake up…whatever his name was.

  In the shower, I closed my eyes and tried to just breathe while the water—turned as hot as I could stand—beat on my shoulder. The pain had eased a little, at least. I tried to find some comfort in that minor relief, but I knew better. As soon as I was out of the shower, the spasms would come right back, sinking unseen teeth into my entire left shoulder.

  I slowly released my breath and focused on my game plan. Once the water stopped, Id have less than five minutes to get downstairs, eat something, and take a painkiller. Any longer than that, and the spasms would have a chance to move back in before I could head them off at the pass with some chemical intervention. As long as I could pull it off in that time, I stood a small chance of getting some sleep before the sun came up.

  In theory, anyway.

  Toweling off wasnt a pleasant procedure with a fucked up shoulder. I dried off just enough to keep from dripping all over the hardwood floors; slipping and busting my ass wouldnt help matters. By the time I made it downstairs, the pain would be back with a vengeance, and sometimes it was bad enough to nauseate me. That, in turn, complicated the whole “eat something and take a pill” part of the equation.

  Dry enough to avoid creating more hazards for myself, I wrapped the towel around my waist and headed downstairs. In the kitchen, I flicked on the light above the stove. I wasnt big on convenience food, but I kept a few things like yogurt and bagels handy specifically for nights like this. Something that didnt require any preparation and wouldnt aggravate the nausea that showed up on the worst nights. Nights like this.

  Id have kept it all upstairs, along with the painkillers, but Id convinced myself the inconvenience of keeping it all down here would prevent me from taking more than I needed. If I had to wake up completely and come all the way down to the kitchen instead of just popping a pill while I was halfawake, then Id only take them when I absolutely needed to. In theory.

  I settled on half a bagel, and while I slowly, carefully ate that, I stared down the bottle of pills just like I did every night. My doctor was as concerned as I was about me becoming dependent on these things, and I tried to make each refill last as long as possible.

  Is it bad enough tonight? Can I just suck it up and sleep on it? Do I really need this?

  I rolled my shoulder, and the motion carved bright red lines along my collarbone and through the muscles. My eyes stung, and for a few seconds, I couldnt even draw a breath. Yeah, it was bad enough. I needed the drugs.

  I swallowed the pill. In a few minutes, Id go back up to bed, and with any luck the drugs would kick in before sunrise. Hopefully it would at least take the edge off; Id been taking this shit so long, I was building up a tolerance, and it helped less and less every time. My doctor had suggested a higher dose or something stronger, but I wasnt ready to go there. That seemed like a slippery slope to being more dependent on this shit than I already was.

  Sighing, I rested my hands on the counter and slowly tilted my head, trying to stretch the muscles across my shoulder blade. Not that it ever helped, but that didnt stop me from trying.

  Something had to change besides my painkiller dosage. I had enough other bullshit in my life that was cutting into my ability to relax. I had a business to run, a life to live. Lack of sleep and an abundance of pain interfered with every goddamned thing from driving my car to enjoying my sad excuse for a sex life.

  Pursing my lips, I glanced at the stairs leading up to my bedroom where Kevin—no, I was pretty sure his name was Kyle— was still asleep. Just once, it would be nice to have sex with someone without having to modify everything we did to keep from aggravating my shoulder any more than we had to. Nothing killed the mood or took the luster off an orgasm like fierce, unrelenting pain. I couldnt even enjoy rough sex anymore because I spent the whole time wound up thinking our pursuit of good pain would trigger the not so good pain, which it invariably did. That was why I hadnt been laid in weeks before tonight; sex wasnt very appealing when this was the end result.

  I rubbed my shoulder, silently begging the spasms not to spread up my neck or down my back before the drugs kicked in.

  Fucking hell. This had to stop. I couldnt live like this.

  “You know,” my friend Seths voice echoed in my head, “I keep telling you—”

  “Ill pass on the acupuncture. If Im going to spend money, Id like it to be on something that helps, you know?”

  “Suit yourself,” hed said with a shrug, and gone back to working on my tattoo. “But if you change your mind, give me a buzz.”

  Id been in so much pain that day, I hadnt stopped the conversation right there like I usually did. “You really believe in this stuff, dont you?”

  “Absolutely,” he said without hesitation. “Hand to God, its—”

  “Oh, thats meaningful coming from an atheist heathen like you.”

  He laughed. “All right, all right. But I swear, the shit works like a damned charm. It drives me fucking crazy too. It shouldnt work. It doesnt make a bit of sense, but”—he shrugged with one shoulder—“it does.”

  “Really? Just seems so…”

  Seth smirked. “Dont tell me youre afraid of needles or something.”

  I laughed. “Yeah, thats it. Terrified. Now get back to work.”

  Hed chuckled and continued with my tattoo, carving a much more bearable variety of pain into my upper arm. After five years of putting up with my fucked up shoulder, the pain of getting a tattoo was a cakewalk.

  “Anyway,” I said, “its not the needles. I just dont get how its supposed to work.”

  He shrugged, leaning away to get some more ink. “Something about, I dont know, getting the Qi moving the right way or…yeah, something like that.”

  “The Qi?” I smirked. “Seriously? You of all people buy into that?”

  Seth glanced up at me. “I dont know if I buy the Qi part, but something works.”

  “I cant believe anyone talked you into even trying it.”

  “It took some work, believe me. Ive known Michael since before he went to Hokey Pokey school, and he still had to twist my arm after I had that car accidenta few years ago.” Seth gestured at his neck with his tattoo needle.

  “But you eventually let him stick you full of needles?” I eyed him. “To fix you after a car accident?”

  Seth nodded. “Made all the difference in the world. That shits amazing.”

  “So what changed your mind?” I asked. “Did he bring you a stack of peerreviewed studies or something?”

  “Honestly?” Seth leaned back, and the buzzing of the tattoo needle quieted. He held my gaze as he went on. “I was in so fucking much pain after that wreck, I probably would have gone to a chiropractor if someone had suggested it.”

  I raised an eyebrow. “Thats not doing much for acupunctures credibility if you were desperate enough to consider a chiro.”

  He put up his gloved hand. “I said Id have gone if someone suggested it. I didnt say it would have worked. But”—he leaned forward again, holding my skin taut with one hand and bringing up the tattoo needle with the other as it buzzed back to life—“Michael was emphatic he could help me out. He said the worst case scenario was that it would do nothing, and the best case scenario was that Id be able to sleep again.”

  Sleep. God. Sleep.

  In the silence of my kitchen, I closed my eyes and kneaded the back of my neck as the stiffness crept upward. For the first time, I was really and truly tempted to get that number from Seth.

  But then there was money. All the worsening financial problems that kept me awake when my shoulder didnt. It didnt even matter if acupuncture was covered by health insurance because I didnt have health insurance.

  The muscles knotted tighter. The tension climbed higher, inching toward my hairline and clawing its way around to the other side of my neck. Stiffness coiled around my spine, descending toward the middle of my back. The more I worried, the more it hurt. The more it hurt, the more I worried.

  “Man, you have gotto do something about all this shit,” Seth said in the back of my mind. “Youre going to end up with a seized up shoulder, an ulcer, and a goddamn stroke or something.”

  “If youve got a solution to my money issues,” I said, “Im all ears.”

  He didnt. Neither did I.

  To hell with it. Tomorrow, Id get that number from Seth. I couldnt afford to even think about it, but I also couldnt keep living like this. Maybe the acupuncture would help, maybe it wouldnt.

  I hoped to God it would.


  * * *


  By the grace of God and coffee, I was able to drive safely the next morning. Cameron, as his name turned out to be, lived on the other side of town near one of the universities, and since I was headed that way anyway, I took him home.


  As my car idled in front of his apartment building, he grinned and said, “Give me a call if you ever want a rematch.”

  I returned the grin. “Bet on it.”

  He made no move to kiss me, just winked and got out of the car. Didnt know if Id call him again. Probably not. He certainly wasnt lacking in bed, I just wasnt interested in much beyond a onenight stand right now. Boyfriends, especially the one whod left a few months ago, had a tendency to equate “my shoulder hurts too much” with “I have a headache” after a while, so casual sex with men whose names I barely knew was the less stressful approach these days.

  After Id left Camerons apartment, I pulled into another parking lot and dialed Seths cell phone. Surprise, surprise, it went straight to voice mail. That meant he was either working on someone or fucking someone, and I suspected it was the former, since Saturdays seemed to be his busiest days lately.

  I set my phone on the passenger seat and turned on to the main road. I headed over to the Light District, which was the towns unofficial gay neighborhood. Seattle had Capitol Hill. San Francisco had the Castro District. Tucker Springs had the Light District.

  The Light District was originally supposed to be a gathering place for authors, poets, musicians, and artists. Apparently it attracted those who thought they were Gods gift to the arts but didnt have the chops to crack it, and sometime in the early 1970s, someone in the literature department at Tucker U, the private university at the north end of town, dubbed the neighborhood Hacktown. Or maybe the nickname came from the eccentric bazillionaire DeMarco Hackney, whod singlehandedly revitalized the area from the crumbling slums it had become in the 1960s. Either way, the nickname stuck.

  Most of the wannabe artists had moved out, and somehow this had become the heart of Tucker Springs gay community.

  At ten oclock on a Saturday morning, this part of the neighborhood wasnt all that busy. Once the shops and breweries opened around the cobblestone town square and along the narrow side streets, the place would be crawling with locals and tourists alike. For now, it was mostly deserted.

  It was here, half a block from the town square and not far from the nightclub I owned, that Seth had set up his tattoo shop. Sitting under a couple of loft apartments, Ink Springs fit in surprisingly well with the old style brick storefronts of the New Age shop and the used bookstore on either side. It didnt look like one of those shady, grungy shops in the more questionable parts of town—yes, even Tucker Springs had those parts of town—and Seth had gone for a tasteful sign that didnt stick out like a rock band T-shirt at a black tie gathering.

  The “open” sign in the window was dim, but the shop lights were on. I parked between Seths beat-up red Chevy S10 and a gray sedan, then went to the door.

  It was locked, but Seth looked up from working on the back of a guy lying facedown on one of the black leather tables. Seth gave a sharp nod and set his tattoo needle aside. He said something to his client, then came across the shop, peeling off his rubber gloves as he walked.

  He turned the deadbolt and let me in. “Jason, wasnt expecting you.”

  “Yeah, sorry to bug you,” I said as he locked the door behind me. “I, um, need the number for that acupuncturist.”

  Seths eyes widened. “Youre actually going to call him?”

  “Yes.” I gestured at Seths client. “Dont let me keep you from your work. I can get it when youre done.”

  “The hell you can.” He nodded toward the desk behind the counter. “My phones next to the computer. Its an awfully technical phone, but Im sure you—”

  “Shut up,” I said, chuckling.

  Seth returned to his client and put on a pair of fresh gloves. As the tattoo needle fired upagain, I picked up the phone off Seths desk and turned it on.

  “Its listed as Tucker Springs Acupuncture,” he said without looking up from his work.

  “Thanks.” I found the listing and sent it from his phone to mine.

  “Any time.”


  * * *


  I made the call on Monday morning, and on Tuesday, I followed the receptionists directions across town to a shopping center a couple of blocks from the freeway. Nothing screamed credibility for a medical professional like setting up shop in a strip mall, but I also knew just how difficult it was to find a place with a reasonably affordable lease and some actual visibility. That was why my nightclub lived in an old converted warehouse on the notquite-as-nicely-kept side of the Light District. Glass houses, throwing stones, etc.


  Still sitting in my car, I took a deep breath and stared at the clinic.

  The sign over the windowed storefront read Tucker Springs Acupuncture between a black and white yin yang and another symbol I didnt recognize. Seth had been after me for two years to do this, and middle of the night desperation had finally convinced me, but now, I wasnt so sure.

  I was here, though. Id made the call, made the appointment, and had the cash in my wallet in spite of the fact that I could not afford this. What did I have to lose? It wasnt like that shit was dangerous or anything. I couldnt imagine there were too many side effects, and I didnt see myself getting addicted to it.

  I just stared at the letters and the yin yang and the tinted windows below them, silently demanding they justify themselves. Offer proof. Offer some reason for me to believe it would be worth it to walk through that shining glass door.

  Whenever my mom tried to sell me on acupuncture—and she had since the day Id fucked up my shoulder—Id just brushed it off as another miracle cure shed taken at face value. My mom had chronic pain too, and gladly put her faith in anything that held even the slightest promise of relief, whereas I regarded every potential treatment as not only snake oil, but the snake itself. At best, quackery. At worst, dangerous. And no matter what, fucking expensive.

  Seth? Not so much. My mom wasnt stupid by any means, but Seth was one of those people who refused to buy into anything until hed exhausted every reason to avoid it. For that matter, the man had a “Professional Skeptic” bumper sticker on his truck, and one of his tattoos was some symbol that apparently identified him as an atheist. He demanded empirical proof for everything, and I do mean everything. If it didnt have at least a dozen peer- reviewed studies published, it was bullshit in his eyes. To say the least, Seth wasnt the type to buy into snake oils and homeopathic nonsense.

  What did I have to lose? Money, mostly. That wasnt something I could throw around frivolously right now, not with words like “foreclosure” and “bankruptcy” looming in my near future. But at the same time, if it meant pain relief, and thus fewer refills for my expensive and neverending painkiller prescription…

  I still wasnt completely buying it. I still didnt believe there was anything a couple of needles could do for an injury like mine unless those needles were being used to inject something.

  But after the last couple of nights, I was desperate.

  So what the hell? Id give it a try.

  I got out of the car and started toward the clinic. I stopped on the sidewalk to read the sign in the window beside the door. It echoed the name and yin yang overhead, and in smaller font, listed various ailments that the acupuncturist claimed to treat.

  Infertility.

  Drug addiction.

  Vision problems.

  Asthma.

  On and on and on. God, this smacked of a snake oil salesman. One tincture to treat every ailment under the sun! A miracle cure! Hallelujah! That’ll be $79.99 please, cash, check, charge, or firstborn.

  But I hadnt slept last night. My shoulder still throbbed relentlessly, and my head was still light from lack of sleep and the second dose of painkillers Id taken at six-fifteen.

  Maybe I was desperate, maybe I was as gullible as the next person, but in spite of my skepticism, two words on that lengthy list drew me through the door:

  Chronic pain.

  The clinic smelled oddly…herbal. Something pungent, vaguely familiar, and slightly burned. Just strong enough I couldnt ignore it, not powerful enough to be nauseating. And I could have been mistaken, but I swore I smelled one particular herb that I was pretty sure wasnt legal without a government-issued license and a compelling reason.

  The waiting area itself wasnt all that different from what Id expectin a doctors office, though it somehow lacked the sparse, sterile appearance. Framed prints of tranquil landscapes lined the dark green-painted wall between two mahogany bookcases. Beneath a small table, a plastic milk crate tucked beneath the table held brightly colored plastic toys, and a few well-worn magazines leaned on each other inside a metal magazine rack. Between a Buddha statue and a fan of books on Chinese medicine was a trickling fountain in a clay bowl. Water ran over pebbles and fake jade, and a tree that resembled a Bonsai tree stood on top.

  “You must be Mr. Davis,” a voice sing-songed, and I turned my head.

  He was a cute kid, probably a college student. Square-rimmed hipster glasses, stylishly messed up hair with highlighted tips, and just a little flamboyant. I wondered if he was part of the reason Seth came over here on a regular basis. This kid was a hundred percent his type, right down to the tan that did not happen naturally in Colorado this time of year.

  “Yes,” I said. “Im Jason Davis.”

  He smiled. “Right on time. Dr. Whitman just needs you to fill this out as best you can,” he said, handing me a pen and clipboard. “And just be blunt and honest, because…” He waved a hand and sighed dramatically. “Hell get the answer out of you one way or another, so you might as well not try to hide anything.”

  I laughed. “Is that right?”

  “Trust me.” The kid had a mischievous sparkle in his eye. “Hes one of those people; you might as well just tell him what he wants to know. Hes kind of like the CIA, minus the car batteries and waterboarding.”

  “Good to know.”

  I took the form and clipboard to the waiting area, and sat beside the table with the books and fountain.

  The form was about what Id expect from anyone else. The usual crap about injuries and ailments. And of course, Are you currently taking any medications, including over the counter?

  I chewed the inside of my cheek, tapping the pen on the form. Id heard holistic practitioners frowned on modern medicine. Something about poisonous chemicals and evil pharmaceutical companies or some crap like that. Whatever. The last thing I needed to hear was a lecture about why I shouldnt be taking the pills that sometimes meant the difference between one hour of sleep and three.

  He’s one of those people; you might as well just tell him what he wants to know, the receptionists voice echoed in my head. He’s kind of like the CIA, minus the car batteries and waterboarding.

  I sighed and wrote “OTC anti-inflammatories + doctorprescribed Percocet for pain.” The man would probably have heart failure when he found out I was sucking down pain pills instead of meditating or drinking purified water blessed by a unicorn. Oh well.

  After Id filled everything out, I handed the form back to the receptionist, then returned to my seat. While I waited to be called back, I fixed my gaze on the trickling fountain. The fact that I was here at all bugged the hell out of me. There was a heavy sense of hopelessness in the realization that everything had come down to this. That I was desperate enough to try anything that had the slightest promise—mythical or otherwise—of relieving my pain.

  What if it didnt help? What if nothing did? After five years, I was at my wits end, but what would happen in ten, twenty, fifty years if I couldnt find some sort of long-term—even short-term— relief?

  “Jason?” The receptionists voice brought me out of my thoughts. He raised his chin so he could see over the high desk. “Dr. Whitmans still with another patient, but he should be out in a few minutes.”

  I forced a smile. “No problem.”

  My stomach fluttered with nerves. As if I didnt have enough to think about, it occurred to me that I hadnt asked Seth about this guy. Theyd been good friends for a long time, which said a lot since Seth didnt trust anyone any farther than he could throw them.

  But I was curious. What kind of guy went into acupuncture, anyway? I could only imagine the banter between these two. Seth the hardcore prove-it-or-itdidnt-happen atheist versus “Dr.” Whitman the acupuncturist. Of course, the guy had persuaded Seth to get this kind of treatment. That more than anything made me raise my guard. What was I dealing with here? A guy who could sell used cars and snake oil? Or a New Age, hippie type who bought into this as much as his clients did?

  Give him a chance, Jason.

  I closed my eyes and released a breath. I would give him a chance. After the other nights excruciating episode, Id believe in unicorns if someone told me it would help. Well, not really. I was desperate, but I knew that was when I was most vulnerable to a convincing sales pitch. The proof had damn well better be in the pudding, or I wasnt buying.

  Down the hall, a door opened. As footsteps and a male voice approached, I turned my head. An elderly woman appeared first, and when the source of the male voice came into view, I almost choked on my breath.

  Apparently that was the kind of guy who went into acupuncture. Holy. Fuck.

  I couldnt say if I was expecting dreadlocks and hemp or glasses and a lab coat, but what I wasnt expecting was six-footplus of oh my God with a heaping dose ofplease tell me you’re single. He looked like hed just stepped out of a laidback business meeting: pressed slacks, a plain white shirt with the first button casually left open and the sleeves rolled to his elbows. His hair was almost black, and short but not severely so. Short enough to be neat and professional, long enough it just started to curl. Long enough for a man to get a grip on if—

  Jesus, Jason. You get a grip.

  A thin string of twisted brown leather hung around his neck and disappeared down the V of his shirt, and he had a beaded hemp bracelet on his left wrist, so he wasnt entirely without the signs of his “hippie lifestyle” as my brother—and Seth, whether he admitted it or not in this case—would call it.

  While the acupuncturist and his patient exchanged a few words, I just stared. Goddamn, he was hot. Hed taken that old cliché “tall, dark, and handsome” and made it his little bitch. Dark-haired, darkeyed, tall enough Id have to look up at him, and he had a perma-smirk that hinted at something dark and devious hiding inside that mind of his. And handsome? Good God, yes. The perfect amount of ruggedness roughened his edges, tempering his borderline pretty boy look like an invisible black leather jacket and sunglasses. If the receptionist was Seths type, Michael was undeniably mine.

  And then he looked right at me. “Mr. Davis?”

  I cleared my throat and stood. “Jason.”

  He extended his hand. “Im Dr. Whitman, but most people just call me Michael.”

  “All right,” I said. “I guess Ill call you Michael.”

  He smiled, which crinkled the corners of his eyes just right to draw my eyes right to his, and suddenly nothing was on my brain except and I thought I was a sucker for blue eyes. Apparently brown ones did it for me too.

  “Follow me.”

  Don’t mind if I do…


  


  CHAPTER 2


  Michael led me down a hall with four doors on either side, and gestured for me to go into the third one on the left. In the center of the room was a table. Not an exam table like Id expect in a doctors office, though. More like a massage table. Black leather, cushioned, complete with the doughnut-shaped cushion on one end so someone could lie facedown.


  “Just have a seat for now,” he said. “Well go over your history, primary complaints, and all of that before I treat you.”

  I sat on the table, and Michael took a seat on a small, wheeled stool. He scanned the form, stopping abruptly when something apparently caught his eye. “You own Lights Out?”

  I nodded. “Youre familiar with it?”

  “Ive heard of it.” He smiled, glancing up through his lashes and almostcoming across as shy. “Cant imagine Im exactly part of your target demographic.”

  I laughed. “Not many people in this town are.”

  We went through the usual rigmarole, as if I was going to a new doctor. Was I taking any medications? Did I drink? Did I smoke? Pains a four on a good day, eleven on a bad night, seven right now. Blah, blah, blah.

  Then he scowled at the page, and I didnt have to ask which part hed read.

  “So youre taking Percocet?” He looked up at me. “How often?”

  “Whenever I need it.”

  He raised an eyebrow. “And how often do you need it?”

  I shifted uncomfortably. “A few times a week. Usually when I cant sleep.” I paused before quickly adding, “When the pain keeps me up at night, I mean.”

  “I see.” He glanced at my form, then blew out a breath. “And youve been doing this for how long?”

  “Im not addicted to them,” I said through my teeth.

  Michael put up a hand, and his voice was gentle as he said, “I wasnt making any accusations. Im more concerned about what kind of burden longterm use of a narcotic puts on your liver.”

  “On…my liver?” I cocked my head.

  He nodded, scribbling a few notes on the form. “Kidneys too.”

  “Youre not going to tell me to stop taking them, are you?”

  Michael held my gaze, narrowing his eyes just slightly, and I suddenly understood the receptionists comment about car batteries and waterboarding. Michael hadnt said a word, but I was certain he saw right through me, right to the “fuck you” that was ready to light up in red neon letters the second he told me I shouldnt take anything.

  After a moment, he folded his hands on top of the form. “Im not going to tell you that you cant or shouldnt take them. What Im hoping to do is remove your reason for having them at all.”

  Oh, God, please.

  I swallowed. “And if you cant do that?”

  He smiled. “Then Im not doing my job.” He held my gaze for a moment. “Tell me, how exactly did you injure your shoulder?”

  My face burned a little. Hell if I knew why. Wasnt like I hadnt told this story to a million people before, usually with embellishments to make sure everyone laughed uproariously at my stupidity, so why did it make me self-conscious now?

  I cleared my throat. “I suppose „showing off like an idiot isnt a conclusive enough answer?”

  Michael laughed. “Not really, but its certainly an intriguing one.” He inclined his head. “Go on.”

  “I was mountain biking,” I said. “Decided to show off for someone, took a single-track trail way faster than I should have, lost control, and faceplanted.” I gestured at my shoulder. “Landed on my face and my shoulder.”

  Michael grimaced. “How is your neck?”

  “My neck was fine,” I said. “Scraped the shit out of my face, but the helmet protected my head. My shoulder took the brunt of it.”

  “Better that than a head or neck injury.”

  “No kidding. Or swallowing my teeth.”

  He shuddered. “Indeed. Fortunately, I think we can manage the injury you do have.” His eyes narrowed again like he was reading something in my expression.

  “Something wrong?” I asked.

  “Youre carrying a lot of stress,” he said.

  I laughed dryly. “Am I getting that gray already?”

  “No,” he said, a grin flickering across his lips, “but the tension isnt just in the area where youre experiencing pain. You get headaches when youre tense, dont you?”

  “Doesnt everyone?”

  “Some more than others.” He gestured between his eyebrows. “But Im guessing yours radiate from here?”

  This guy was good.

  “Sometimes, yeah,” I said. “But, you know how it is. Stress about money, shit like that.”

  He groaned.“Oh, believe me, I know that feeling very well.”

  “Really? I figured youd be raking it in here.”

  Michael shrugged. “Im not a cardiologist or neurologist.”

  “So youre a peasant just like the rest of us?”

  “Basically. Anyway, you get that heavy ache that presses into your forehead and makes your eyes hurt, right?”

  Shit. He was really good.

  I nodded.

  “I figured. Next time that happens? Press the sides of your thumbs right here.” He demonstrated, putting his thumbs together above the bridge of his nose. “Press in, and then pull them across like so.” He pulled his thumbs apart, slowly drawing them along the arches of his eyebrows. Then he lowered his hands. “Do it three or four times, and it should diffuse some of the tension.”

  Uhhuh. I’m sure it will.

  “Good to know,” I said.

  He continued through my history, asking questions about everything from my health to my family to my job. I gave him vague answers about my financial issues, my somewhat recent breakup, the loss of my business partner, and he didnt press for details. Strangely, his line of questioning didnt prompt a “none of your goddamned business” reaction like it probably would have if I was talking to my doctor or dentist. I suppose it helped that he just made notes and didnt make any comments about “damn, if it werent for bad luck, you wouldnt have any luck at all.” I was willing to give anyone a free pass to ask away as long as they didnt jump on the “which deity did youpiss off?” bandwagon. I couldnt figure out how any of the information he requested was relevant to fixing my damned shoulder, but I answered without hesitation.

  Car batteries and waterboarding indeed…

  “Usually Id have you lie down,” he said, “but Im going to have you sit up so I can access points on the front and back of your shoulder. Ill need you to take off your shirt. Shoes and socks too.”

  I did as he asked while he reached into a small chest of drawers and pulled out a handful of plastic packets. When I looked closer, I realized each packet contained an individually wrapped needle. They looked more like two-inch long antennae. A little less than half of the needle was thicker than the other, resembling a thin coiled spring with a small loop on the end. Since that end wasnt sharp, I assumed the other end would be the one to go into my skin, but that half of the needle looked so fine, I couldnt imagine it breaking through anything before it bent itself.

  As he laid out the needles, he glanced at my upper arm and did a double take. “Wow, thats quite a tattoo. Seths work?” I almost expected him to run his fingers over it like some guys did. Kind of hoped he would. Really hoped he would.

  “Yeah,” I said, hoping he was oblivious to the phantom tingling where he, being a professional,hadn’t run his fingers across my inked skin, “hes done an amazing job on this one.”

  “I dont think Ive ever seen him do a tattoo that wasnt amazing.” He met my eyes, and laughed softly as he said, “So this means you dont have a problem with needles, then?”

  “Yeah, something like that.” Needles didnt usually bother me, but admittedly, my stomach knotted up a little as he tore free one of the packets. “So, um, tell me how this works?”

  “The body has energy flowing through it,” he said. “Qi, as the Chinese call it. Sometimes the channels get blocked, or interrupted, and the needles”—he gestured with the hairthin needle hed just freed from the package—“help with those blockages. If youll pardon the pun, the point of acupuncture is to get the Qi flowing properly.”

  In my minds eye, I saw him using the needle to unblock some unseen channel beneath my skin, digging at it with the sharp instrument until hed bent the channel o Qi to his will. I was pretty sure that wasnt how it worked, but the mental image didnt do much to relax me.

  Evidently seeing my apprehension written across my face, he said, “Trust me on this.” Our eyes met, and his half-smile combined with what the low, warm light did to his already dark brown eyes certainly stimulated my heart. Among other things, but then he took a seat and focused his attention to my foot, and I remembered the needles he hadnt yet put in.

  The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as he slid the needle, which was about two inches long into a thin plastic tube. As he pressed the tubed needle against my foot just below my ankle, I held my breath. While I wasnt afraid of pain or needles, this was something new, a sensation I couldnt entirely predict, an unknown.

  Then he tapped the end of the needle, and a second later, slid the tube off, leaving the needle sticking out of my skin at a sharp angle.

  The needle didnt hurt. Well, that wasnt entirely true. I supposed it hurt, but not like I expected it to. There was the briefest sting, there and gone so quickly I barely noticed it, but the ache that followed was…strange. It was a dull feeling, but almost electric at the same time, and I flexed my ankle a few times.

  “Doing all right?” Michael asked.

  “Yeah,” I said. “It just feels weird.”

  He laughed softly and leaned down, furrowing his brow as he positioned another needle. “Its different, especially the first time.” He tapped the second needle into place, this one almost perpendicular to my skin, and the same warm, achy sensation with electric edges bloomed around its point. “What youre feeling is deqi.”

  I raised aneyebrow. “The what now?”

  “Deqi.” He looked up from freeing a third needle from the packaging. “The sensation of the Qi arriving.”

  “I see.” I watched him slide the needle into the plastic tube. “So is this the kind of thing where I have to be a believer for it to work?”

  “Its acupuncture, Jason.” He tapped the needle into place. “Not Santa Claus. Itll still work even if you dont believe.”

  “Good to know.”

  He switched to my other foot, and curiosity got the best of me.

  “Okay, I have to know,” I said. “My foot? When Im here for my shoulder?”

  He nodded without looking up. “Im concerned about the medications youve been taking and their effect on your liver and kidneys. So this will stimulate them and help them flush out some of the toxins.” He positioned the needle about an inch below the base of my first and second toes, right between the bones.

  “Uh…” I furrowed my brow. “Isnt…isnt the liver…not in my foot?”

  “The liver channel begins in the feet. Stimulate and unblock that channel”—he paused to tap the needle into place—“and it helps to soothe and decongest the liver.”

  “Soothe? Decongest?” I shook my head. “Youre the expert here.”

  “Trust me on this.” He glanced up, and Ill be damned if the son of a bitch didnt wink. “I know what Im doing.”

  Somehow I doubt you know allof what you’re doing, Dr. Whitman…

  As he continued with the needles, I couldnt decide what was more fascinating: the needles themselves, or his long, nimble fingers manipulating them with expert precision. I had no doubt there was a complex technique to all this, one hed spent years learning. There was probably a time when he was clumsy, uncertain, and awkward, but now he made it look easy. Effortless. Like he intuitively knew where to put each needle.

  After hed finished putting needles in my feet, he stood. “Okay, now for a few in your shoulders.”

  “What about these?” I gestured at my feet. “How long do you leave them in?”

  “Come back in a week and Ill take them out.”

  We locked eyes, both of us keeping straight faces. Then the corner of his mouth twitched, and I laughed.

  He chuckled as he turned away to pull out a drawer from the cabinet beside the door. “Ill let them stay in for ten or fifteen minutes, then take them out.” Something rustled and clattered. “Usually Id leave you to relax and let them do their job, but Im thinking your shoulder needs a slightly more…active approach.”

  “Active? In what—”

  I stopped when he turned around again, and I damn near groaned aloud.

  The receptionist just had to mention a car battery, didn’t he?

  In one hand, Michael held a plastic box about half the size of a phone book. Several knobs stuck up from the top, and one side had about ten places to plug in peripheral cables. In his other hand, he had a handful of thin red and black cables. On one end, plugs to connect them to the box. The other ends? Miniature fucking jumper cables. Of course.

  “Do I get a choice between this and waterboarding?” I asked.

  Michael rolled his eyes. “Nathan loves telling people that.”

  Eyeing the machine warily, I said, “Yeah, but he said minus the car batteries and waterboarding.”

  “Dont worry,” he said. “These just put a mild electrical current through the needles. Problems like what youre experiencing sometimes need some extra stimulation to get the Qi flowing properly.”

  I stillwasnt so sure about this thing. “Why do I get the feeling they didnt have those three thousand years ago in China?”

  He smirked. “Well, even Eastern medicine has made advancements, you know.”

  “So has the CIA.”

  Michael laughed. “Relax.” He set the machine on the table beside me and laid the cables on top of it. “The worst you might feel is a dull ache.”

  “Ill take your word for it,” I said.

  “If its too intense,” he said, “or it hurts, just say so and Ill either turn it down or remove the needle. I dont want you to be in pain.”

  “Much appreciated.”

  He rested the heel of his hand on my shoulder, and I took in a sharp breath.

  “Is that tender?” He lifted his hand away.

  “No,” I said. “Youre fine. I just”—shouldn’t like you touching me like that—“wasnt expecting it.”

  “Sorry.” His hand rested there again. A second later, he pressed the plastic tube against my skin again, which meant the needle would follow shortly.

  I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on the impending sting and the ache that would follow. Even when he tapped it, and it stung, and it ached, I was only half-focused on the weird sensations. My tingling nerves were too busy following the warmth of his hand wherever he touched me.

  I never thought Id be disappointed when a man was finished arranging needles in my flesh, but admittedly, I was. He lifted his hands off me and reached for the box and its cables.

  I couldnt see what he was doing, but the clamps on the ends of the cables were cool when they met my skin.

  “Im attaching the leads to the needles,” he said. “And Im going to tape them down so they dont yank the needles out.”

  I shuddered. That was one more mental image I didnt need.

  As promised, he taped the leads down, and none of the needles were ripped free in the process. Then he turned on the box, and as he adjusted the currents, he manually adjusted the needles. It felt like he was…stirring them? Moving them, anyway. Not in a way that was painful, though. It kind of reminded me of the dentist doing work while I was numb; I knew he was doing something, and it felt like it should have hurt, but it didnt. Not even unpleasant, necessarily, just weird.

  And he was right about the electric stimulation. A warm, dull ache radiated from the needles, along with an occasional tingle that sometimes bordered on uncomfortable, but mostly it was only unpleasant inasmuch as it was alien. Kind of like the first time I got a tattoo, minus the pain.

  But still, even while he electrified the needles sticking out of my goddamned flesh, I couldnt keep my mind off his hands. I swore his fingertips were more electric than the mini jumper cables clamped on to the needles, and everywhere he touched, my skin tingled in an entirely different way.

  Jesus Christ, Davis. Get a fucking grip.

  It was impossible to guess how long this went on. My shoulder ached, though it was more of a strange heat than any kind of discomfort. I closed my eyes and just let him do his thing while I savored every time his skin brushed mine. God, what was wrong with me? It wasnt like I was desperate for a man to touch me, but there was something about—

  “Jason?”

  My eyes flew open. It was less the sound of my name that startled me, and more the gentle heat of his hand around my upper arm. “Sorry, what?”

  “You all right?”

  “Yeah, why?”

  “Are you getting lightheaded?”

  “I—” I was a little dizzy, wasnt I?

  That’s what happens when you forget to breathe, dumbfuck.

  I glanced back at him and smiled. “No, Im fine.”

  He eyed me uncertainly, then released my arm—no, your hand can stay there!—and went back towork. “If you need to lie down or anything, speak up.”

  “Im fine,” I said. “Just need to remember to breathe.”

  Michael laughed. “Thats usually a recommended part of the treatment, yes.”

  I laughed too, which pushed some air into motion and alleviated the dizziness. “Guess you were relaxing me a little too well.”

  “Thats why I usually have people lie down for this.” He steadied my shoulder with one hand—ah, there it is—and adjusted a needle just below my collarbone. “But I want to work on the front and backsimultaneously.” He paused, leaning to the side so we could make eye contact. “I can do the front, then back, if lying down would be more comfortable.”

  “Im fine. This is fine.”

  “Youre sure?”

  I nodded. He held my gaze for a moment, then continued.

  Maybe five minutes later, he was finished, and removed the taped leads before coming around to stand in front of me.

  “Let me check your pulse.” He beckoned, and when I extended my arm palm up, he clasped the back of my hand in his while he pressed his fingers to the inside of my wrist. I had no doubt my pulse was elevated now, and rising, because his hands were on me.

  He didnt comment, though, just made a note of my pulse. “How does your shoulder feel now?”

  “Better, actually.” I’ll be damned. It really does feel better. “Still a little stiff, but…”

  “Good. Theres one more thing I need to do, and this might sound a little strange, but—”

  “Is this the part where you want to see my tongue?” He laughed. “Seth warned you, eh?”

  “Yeah. I thought he was fucking with me.”

  “Nope. Afraid not. So…” He made a “go on” gesture. “Do I have to say „Ah?”

  Michael laughed again. “Whatever floats your boat, I just need to see your tongue.”

  And I’d like you to do something besides look at it.

  Good thing this was a slightly awkward action, opening my mouth to let him peer at my tongue. At least if my cheeks were as red as I thought they were, hed probably write it off as me feeling ridiculous instead of being slightly embarrassed of the thoughts wandering through my mind. And maybe a little flustered. Just a little. Okay, a lot.

  “All right,” he said, and I closed my mouth as he jotted something on the form.

  “Dare I ask what youre looking for on my tongue?”

  “You can tell a lot about someone by their tongue,” he said so matter-of-factly, I felt a bit like an immature school kid for completely misinterpreting the comment.

  “Can you, now?”

  Michael nodded. “The color and the texture say a lot about whats going on elsewhere.”

  I cleared my throat. “Really?”

  “Mm-hmm,” he said. “For example, looking at yours, I definitely need to focus some attention on your liver and kidneys. Probably the gallbladder too. Between your tongue and your wiry pulse—”

  “Wiry pulse?”

  Another nod. “Its a sign of your liver being out of balance, as well as a secondary deficiency in your kidneys.”

  “So, what do I need to do about that?”

  “Id recommend coming back to see me,” he said. “Between the acupuncture, some dietary changes, and maybe some herbal treatments, I can get everything back to functioning the way its supposed to.”

  I exhaled. “How many times do you think I should come back.”

  “Itll probably take at least seven or eight visits to really get you back on track,” he said. “After that? Its up to you if you want to come back in for regular treatment.”

  I scowled as I mentally calculated the cost. Michael mustve seen right through me or encountered this a lot, because he said, “If money is an issue, especially since insurance doesnt usually cover my treatment, we can work out a plan. I cant give away my services, but if I can help you, Ill do what I can to make the treatment accessible to you.”

  “Thanks,” I said quietly. Tempting. Very tempting.

  He gave me a few of the usual pointers—hot packs, hot packs, hot packs—and then removed the needles from my shoulder and my feet.

  I put on my shirt and shoes, and Michael led me back out into the hall. On the way back to the waiting area, I had to squint a little while my eyes readjusted to the brighter lights of the fluorescents overhead and the sun coming in through tinted glass. Why was it so surreal to be out here again? Even my own car out front, the shopping center outside, the view of the mountains, seemed…strange. Like Id been in a different world for a little while, and my short absence from this world had turned everything foreign and unfamiliar.

  We shook hands, and while I settled up with the receptionist, Michael took another patient back. As he disappeared down the hall, I debated taking him up on his offer to work out some kind of financial plan.

  I just couldnt decide if I wanted to come back for the acupuncture or the acupuncturist.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  Five years ago, my business partner, Rico, and I had gotten our hands on a deserted factory on the eastern edge of the Light District. After pouring an unholy amount of borrowed money into renovating the place, not to mention getting liquor and the permits to pour it, wed hung out a sign, lit up the dance floor, and Lights Out was born.


  “Like a phoenix from the ashes,” Rico had said, beaming from behind the bar as our deejay played to a packed house that first night.


  With the cash flow these days, I was more inclined to compare it to a reanimated zombie no one had the heart to shoot in the face with a twelve gauge.


  Tonight, the club didnt open for a couple hours yet, so the lights were on and the chairs were up. deafening techno music, the black-painted clinking bottles, humming refrigerators, running water, chattering voices, and the muted, tinny music coming from the smaller stereo behind the bar.


  With the regular lights on, the walls were plain blue, black, and white. Once we turned on the black lights later, dozens of loud, brightly-colored designs would appear. Not that anyone paid any attention to them, considering everyone was either drunk, flirting, or both, but it made for a cool atmosphere.


  As I walked across the club to the staircase, Brenda, one of the bartenders, spoke to me from behind.

  “Wow, Davis.” When I turned around, her eyes widened. “You get some new drugs or something?”

  “Uh, no. Why?”

  She shrugged. “I dont know, you just look…different.”

  “Really?”

  Brenda looked toward the bar. “Hey, Tony. Come over here a second.”

  Tony sauntered out from behind the bar. “Yes, dearest?”

  She nodded sharply toward me. “Does he look different today?”

  Tony peered at me, looking me up and down. “Well, you do look more awake.”

  “Seriously?” I raised my eyebrows. “Do I usually look that bad?”

  They both laughed.

  “Davis, darling.” Tony clicked his tongue and shook his head. “No offense, but you usually look like ass when you show up.”

  “Hes got a point,” Brenda said, nodding.

  Instead of pulsing, room echoed with “Gee, thanks,” I said. “Youre both quite the flatterers today.”

  “Im just saying,” Brenda said. “You usually either look like youre in terrible pain, or youre high as a kite. And today youre…” She looked me up and down like Tony had, and then shrugged again. “I dont know, you just look…better.”

  I smiled. “Well, lets just hope it lasts til the end of shift, right?”

  “Yeah, no doubt,” Tony said. “Dont need you scaring off all the hot boys.”

  I laughed as I started up the stairs. “If I wanted to scare off all the hot boys, Id have you get up on the bar and dance.”

  “Hey! I could out-dance you, skinny boy!”

  I just laughed and kept walking. Upstairs, the dance floor was deserted and quiet, the tiffany lamps over the pool tables dark, and the barstools empty. I didnt see any of my bartenders, but chatter from the back room told me they were here. I trusted them to take care of the prep work before the club opened; that shit didnt get done now, then they got to slice limes and fill ice bins while ten people waited for drinks. Their funeral.

  I left them to their tasks and continued to my office, which was tucked into a converted storage room between the bar and another storage room.

  I still hadnt moved Ricos desk out of here. Lately, Id just been piling papers on it as an excuse to avoid filing them. Or moving the desk. I didnt have time for the former and didnt have the heart for the latter. Maybe someday.

  I went to my own desk and sank into the plush leather swivel chair Id bought myself for my birthday a couple of years ago. Then I stared at my inbox, especially the black binder that had materialized there since yesterday. Apparently the bookkeeper had come by and dropped it off, and it took no small amount of mental arm-twisting to convince me to finally reach for that binder.

  Few things were more depressing than the clubs books. Perusing the numbers now, I couldnt ignore the sinking feeling in my chest. We werent just in the red, we were almost to the bone. Tapped out, wrung dry, and overdrawn on favors and loans alike.

  If not for my shoulder, I might have laid off a couple of bartenders and handled their shifts on my own. I filled in for them whenever theyd called out sick or something, and it wasnt like I didnt know their job inside and out, but the aftermath was a one hundred percent guarantee of an excruciating night of hot showers and pill-popping.

  The deejays were already stretched thin and underpaid. If I lost any servers or bouncers, the remaining staff would have to work overtime, which I couldnt pay right now. That, or Id have to close one of the two levels of the club, which would piss off my clientele. The college kids liked to get wild on the louder, brighter first floor, while the thirty and up crowd preferred the lounge atmosphere of the second floor. The younger patrons drank gallons of cheap liquor and beer, but plenty of money flowed upstairs where the bartenders poured wine, microbrews, and top shelf Scotch. Raising prices might work in the short-term, but only if I wanted to lose some clientele, especially those who goodnaturedly—for now—ribbed my bartenders about the overpriced booze.

  “Well figure it out,” I heard Rico saying a year and a half ago when things werent nearly this bad. “Dont worry, man. Well find a way.”

  I let my gaze slide toward his vacant, paper-stacked desk.

  Sure we will, Rico. Sure we will.


  I would. How, I didnt know, but damn it, I would. I just needed something to give. A cushion of a few hundred dollars a month, and maybe I could get my head above water. A bill that went down instead of up. Maybe Uncle Sam could back the fuck off instead of swooping in for his piece of the action whenever I almost got ahead.


  I rubbed my forehead. Wes just had to leave me saddled with the damned mortgage when I was already barely keeping the business going on my own. His credit was fucked all to hell, so what did he care if the bank foreclosed? So when he left me, he stopped contributing to the mortgage.


  My partner was gone. My business partner was gone. It was only a matter of time before I lost something else.

  I was bound and determined not to close the club, declare bankruptcy, or let go of the house. I sure as hell wasnt doing all three. Fuck swallowing my pride and admitting defeat. Somehow Id find a way to keep my house, business, and credit.

  And now my fucking head ached. From right between my eyes, a deep, relentless ache radiated up to my hairline and down into my eyes. Resting my elbows on my desk, I dug my thumbs into either side of the bridge of my nose, hoping some counter pressure might alleviate it. Or make my head explode, which would solve a few problems.

  “Next time that happens?” Michaels voice echoed inside my throbbing skull. “Press the sides of your thumbs right here. Press in, and then pull them across like so. Do it three or four times, and it should diffuse some of the tension.”

  I glanced at the closed door. There was no one around who could possibly see me, but I still felt like a bit of an idiot.

  When I was absolutely certain I was alone, I pressed my thumbs between my eyebrows and moved them apart like Michael had demonstrated. It didnt help, but admittedly, it felt good, so I closed my eyes and did it again. A third time.

  By the fourth time, I felt too much like a gullible idiot to do it again, so I sighed, lowered my hands, and looked at the bills in front of me.

  And my head didnt hurt.

  I blinked a few times. What the hell?

  The ache in and behind my forehead was gone. A vague heaviness remained, reminding me that thered been pain there a moment ago, but the worst was definitely gone.

  For that matter, my shoulder still didnt hurt, which was unusual when I was stressed. Cautiously, I rolled my shoulders. The muscles were tight, a little stiff, but most of the pain was MIA. Rolling my shoulders again, I closed my eyes and smiled to myself as I exhaled.

  Maybe I was drowning in more problems than I needed, but if only for a little while, I wasnt in pain. I wasnt. In fucking. Pain.

  And if only for a little while, I couldnt ask for anything more.


  * * *


  “Hey, hey, someones looking better,” Seth shouted over the upper levels music. We clasped hands in that handshake that looked more like we were about to start armwrestling. “Hows the shoulder?”


  “A lot better.” I rolled it as if for emphasis. “That shits amazing.”

  He grinned, raising his beer bottle in a mock toast. “Told ya.”

  “Yeah, yeah, you were right. Come on.”

  Seth followed me past the bar and down the hall by the restrooms. I pushed open the door marked Employees Only, and we continued up the metal stairwell to the roof where we always hung out when he came by Lights Out.

  More than once, Id considered opening this up as a terrace level for the club, but the liability made me break out in hives. What if a drunk went over the side? What if a cigarette didnt make it into the designated place and the whole place went up? No, no, no. This was, and would be for the foreseeable future, the outdoor break room.

  Seth leaned against the railing, idly tapping his beer bottle against the bricks. “So he helped, then. Glad to hear it.”

  “More than I expected, thats for sure.” I threw him a pointed look. “You could have warned me he was hot.”

  Seth laughed. “Well, I didnt want to ruin the surprise.” Bringing his beer up to his lips, he added, “Too bad hes straight.”

  I scowled. “Yeah, I was afraid of that.”

  “Damned shame he doesnt play for our team. I mean, I thought he did a few times, but…”

  “What do you mean?”

  “In high school, Id have sworn he had a thing for this kid who was in the band with us.”

  “Did he, now?”

  Seth nodded. “Michael and I were both first chair trumpet players. He was a super talented, amazing musician back then. Probably still is. Anyway, junior year, this kid Charlie Turner moves to town. I swear, the day Charlie sat next to us, Michael couldnt remember a damned scale.” He laughed, his expression taking on a distant, nostalgic look. “I thought for sure Michael was gay after that. Or at least bi. Curious. Something.”

  “But he isnt?”

  “Nope. There wasnt a varsity cheerleader in our school who didnt date him, and Im pretty sure he banged his way through two sororities in college before he met his wife.”

  “Damn it, hes married too?”

  “Wasmarried.”

  “But still bats for that team.”

  “As far as I know, yep.”

  “Bastard.”

  “You know how it is,” he said with a shrug. “All the good ones are taken or straight.”

  “Gee, thanks.”

  He laughed. “Hey, Im single too, so…”

  “Yeah, but were talking about the good ones.”

  “Oh, fuck you.”

  I snickered. Then I rested my elbow on the concrete railing and faced him. “So, you guys went to high school together? How the hell did you both end up in this godforsaken town?”

  “You know my story,” he said. “But Michaels kid has a lot of problems with asthma, that kind of shit. I guess the smog in LA wasnt doing him any good, so Michael and Daina wanted to move him somewhere with cleaner air.” He gestured up at the night sky, which was dotted with stars that even the faint city lights couldnt dim. “I suggested Tucker Springs, and here they are.”

  “You?” I raised an eyebrow. “You who is forever complaining about being stuck here, and how theres nothing here? You persuaded someone to move to this town?”

  He laughed. “Okay, so its boring as fuck and Id love to leave, but I could see how someone with a kid would live here. Especially if it makes a difference with some health problems.” “I suppose that makes up for the dullness, doesnt it?”

  “It does. And, hey, it means I have my old friend nearby. Dont see him as much as Id like, but its more than once a year now.”

  “And the acupunctures a bonus, right?”

  “Youd better believe it.”

  “Speaking of which, thanks again. I dont know what the fuck he did, but…”

  “Helped, didnt it?”

  “God, yes.”

  “Glad to hear it,” he said. “You gonna see him again?”

  “Id like to, believe me.”

  “Money?”

  “Always.”

  “If you need it, I can—”

  “No way, Seth.” I put up a hand. “I cant let you pay for this. Its just too much.”

  “And we both know its too much for you to afford.” He pointed at the club beneath our feet. “Youve got this place to leech off your wallet.”

  “Yeah, and youve got overhead and shit to deal with to.” I shook my head. “I cant. Thanks, but I cant.”

  “Well, the offers there if you need it.”

  “I appreciate it,” I said quietly. And I did appreciate it, more than he could imagine, but I couldnt take his money.

  No matter how badly I needed to see Michael again.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  My business was on the verge of collapse. Foreclosure loomed over my mortgage. My credit was fucked, my bank statements were cringeworthy, and lately Id had to choose between making car payments and putting food in the fridge. I was a financial failure, and nothing drove home that point like being on a first name basis with the guys at the pawn shop three doors down from Seths tattoo shop.


  I pushed open the door, pretending not to notice the places familiar smells—mostly aging vinyl and ammonia-based glass cleaner—that distinctive mixture I could have identified even with a blindfold on.


  The bittersweet smell of failure. I shoved the thought to the back of my mind as I approached the case at the front of the store.


  Emmanuel —El to most of us—stepped out from the back, and grinned. “Jason! My friend. You coming to bring me money?”

  I cringed, trying not to think about the four outstanding items I had in hock. Probably wouldnt see any of that shit again.

  “I wish,” I said, ignoring the familiar camera in the glass case between us. “Coming to get some money, Im afraid.”

  “Man, keep it up, and Im gonna have to change that sign to say Jason Daviss personal fucking ATM.”

  “In my dreams, right? Then I wouldnt have to dig through my house every other week to find something to bring in.” I set an old but well cared for watch on the counter. “What can you give me for this?”

  He looked at me instead of the watch. “You doing all right? You dont look so good.”

  I scowled at the reminder my shoulder had begun going back to its old ways in the two weeks or so that had passed since my last acupuncture treatment.

  El tilted his head. “Youre trying to do something for your shoulder, arent you?”

  My cheeks burned, but there was no point in trying to get the truth past Emanuel. He was a good friend, and way too familiar with the problems spanning from my physical health to my financial. “If I can pay for it, yes, its something new for my shoulder.”

  He pursed his lips, and I didnt have to ask what thought had crossed his mind.

  “Something new?” One eyebrow climbed his forehead, and he drew back a little. “Jason, Im not gonna judge, but if this is for a drug habit…”

  “No, no, its nothing like that.” I shifted my weight. “Acupuncture.”

  “You? Acupuncture?” El blinked. “Somebody put a gun to your head or something?”

  I laughed. “No, but Seth talked me into it.”

  “And it works?”

  “So far, so good.” I gestured at my shoulder. “Just need another hit.”

  “Hey, whatever floats your boat, my friend.” El smirked. “But if he asks you to take your pants off, youll know hes planning on sticking more than needles inyou.”

  I chuckled. “I wish, believe me.”

  “Think that would help the pain?”

  “Fuck, I dont care.” I grinned, not even a little bit ashamed of the goose bumps rising along my arms. “You should seethis guy.”

  “Is that right?” El thought for a moment. Then he put a hand on the small of his back and winced dramatically. “You know, I think I feel a sudden pain coming on myself.”

  I laughed. “Yeah, well, before you go get treated for that, I need to see him about my shoulder.” Humor fading, I tapped the watch. “Which is why Im here.”

  Els lips thinned. “How much do you need?”

  “How much can you give me?”

  He scowled, locking eyes with me for a moment. Then he shifted his attention to the watch. “Its in good shape, but these things dont sell so good.” His eyes flicked up. “Thirty-fives the best I can do.”

  I exhaled. “Shit…”

  He tapped his fingers on the glass beside the watch. “Sorry, man. Im stretching it as it is.”

  Swearing under my breath, I absently rubbed my neck, trying to knead out some of the tension that threatened to creep up from my shoulder. Of course, if that ever did a goddamned bit of good, I wouldnt be here trying to score some cash like a jonesing drug addict so I could get a hit of the only thing that did help.

  El eyed me. “How much do you need?”

  Ishook my head. “Im not going to ask you to give me more than its worth.”

  His brown eyes saw right through me. They werent as knee- weakening as Michaels, but they were just the right shade to make me think of Michaels, and there went my knees. I casually leaned against the case, holding Els gaze.

  When he spoke, his tone was nonnegotiable. “Jason. How much do you need?”

  “Im not—”

  “Let me rephrase that,” he said. “How much is the appointment?”

  I shifted my gaze to the watch to avoid his scrutiny. “Its sixtyfive.”

  “And how much do you have?”

  “Not enough.” But I knew the answer he was really looking for. Closing my eyes, I exhaled sharply. Shame tangled in my gut and heat rushed into my face as I muttered, “If I want to eat for the next week? I have about twenty.”

  El pushed out a sharp breath. “Man, that club is going to suck you dry.”

  “Yeah, tell me about it,” I muttered. “If the mortgage doesnt kill me, the club will.”

  He scowled, but didnt say anything. Wed had this conversation enough times. Close the club, let go of the house, cut my losses; every option had its advantages and disadvantages, and El probably knew as well as I did there was no point in discussing it right now. Id deal with the long-term cataclysm that was my financial life. In the short-term; I needed this.

  “Sixty-five, then?” he said.

  I didnt look at him. “Thanks.”

  He printed out the usual forms and wrote the pertinent information, then handed everything to me. I didnt bother reading it over. El would tell me if anything had changed since the last time I was in here, and God knew Id read this thing enough times I knew it by heart. I just signed on the dotted line and slid the form across the case. El looked everything over, signed it, and put it under the counter.

  Then he pressed the bills into my hand. “Well, my friend, I hope the acupuncture keeps helping.”

  “Thanks.” I took out my wallet and slipped the cash into it. “Believe me, I hope it does too.”

  El and I made small talk for a few minutes, shooting the breeze about the ups and downs of our respective businesses, the amazing new microbrews a pub down the street had recently added, and if we thought the Broncos would pull it off this year. Then we shook hands, and I left with just enough cash in my wallet to pay for one acupuncture appointment.


  * * *


  Like the pawn shop, the acupuncture clinic had a distinct smell. Not quite as familiar since Id only been here once before, but enough to raise the hairs on the back of my neck.


  Nathan looked up from behind the tall desk, batting a few strands of hair out of his eyes. “Mr. Davis, right?”

  I nodded. “Yeah, I hope Im not too late?”

  “Oh, honey.” He waved a hand. “Michaels so far behind


  today, you could go get a coffee and read the paper if you wanted to.”


  “Hes behind already?” I glanced at my watch. “Its not even one oclock.”

  “His first appointment of the day ran long,” Nathan said. “Then the second one did, and the third, and…” Another wave. “Its all downhill from there. Pretty much standard operating procedure for the doc.”

  I chuckled, pretending I wasnt hoping my appointment might run a little long. Hey, I couldnt touch the man, but that didnt mean I was opposed to looking at him for a few extra minutes. Or having his hands on me. Or…

  I cleared my throat. “Ill just wait, then. Im in no hurry.”

  “Lucky you.” Nathan smiled. “Half the patients who come through here are on their lunch break or running off to get their kids. Theyre always in a hurry, but they sure dont mind staying a little longer with Michael.”

  “I cant blame them,” I said. “Well, I dont work until seven tonight. Whenever hes ready for me.”

  “Shouldnt be too long. Hes usually—” Nathan paused, doing a double take at something on his desk. Then he looked up, eyes wide. “Oh my God. You seriously ownLights Out?”

  “I do, yes.”

  “Oh, I love that place. Answer me one thing.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “That one bartender with all the tattoos and the earrings. You know, the one who looks like he just got out ofprison?”

  “Caden?”

  “Is that his name? Anyway, is”—he dropped his voice a little more—“is he single?”

  I shook my head. “Im afraid hes spoken for.”

  Nathan clicked his tongue. “Damn it. All the good ones are taken.”

  “Truth, isnt it?”

  As a door opened at the end of the hall, a voice in my head added, “And if they’re not taken, they’re straight.”

  A patient came down the hall, and another door opened, then closed, at the other end. Michael must have been working with a few patients at once.

  I took a seat while the patient paid her bill and left. Another patient emerged a few minutes later. About ten minutes after that, a third came down the hall, and Michael was right behind her.

  He glanced at me, and maybe I imagined it, but I was sure he tensed a little. He smiled though, and nodded to acknowledge me, turning away just before I could be absolutely certain if his cheeks had colored.

  I shifted in my chair, turning my attention to the bonsai tree on top of the jade fountain in front of me. Id definitely imagined it. Just wishful thinking, nothing more. The man was a medical professional, and he was straight, no matter how much I wished he was just a little curious and a lot unprofessional.

  “Jason?”

  At the sound of my name, I looked up, and he gestured with my chart. As I stood, he said, “How is your shoulder feeling?”

  “Better,” I said. “I mean, better than before I came to see you the first time. The treatment helped. A lot.” Aware that I was rambling, I nodded toward my shoulder and said, “But its been hurting again. Kept me up most of last night.”

  Michael pursed his lips, looking at my shoulder like it might offer up an explanation as to why it hadnt done his bidding. Then he pointed down the hall. “Come on back.”

  I followed him into one of the rooms. Not the same one as last time, but similarly appointed: dim lights, what looked like a massage table, and a few small cabinets and a chest of drawers pushed up against the walls.

  “Im glad to hear your last treatment helped.” Michael closed the door behind us, sealing us into this tiny room. Or, rather, sealing out the rest of the world. Oblivious to my steadily rising heart rate, he said, “Was last night better, worse, or about the same as what you were experiencing before?”

  “It was—” I stopped abruptly when he picked up my wrist and pressed two fingertips against it. I gulped, forcing myself not to look at his hand. “It wasnt as bad as its been the last few months.”

  “Mm-hmm. Did you take anything?”

  I hoped the rooms dim light masked whatever color might have darkened my cheeks just then. “I, um…” Really, what did it matter if I blushed? He had his damned finger on my pulse. “I took some Percocet.”

  “Did it help?”

  I shrugged with my good shoulder. “As much as it ever does.”

  “And how much is that?”

  “Took the edge off enough I got a little bit of sleep,” I said. “Better that than spending the whole night digging the corner of a wall into my shoulder.”

  Michael cocked his head. He released my hand and made a quick note on my chart, and when he was done with that, he said, “Digging a corner into it? What do you mean?”

  I wrung my hands in my lap, focusing on them instead of him. “It sounds ridiculous, but sometimes when it hurts really bad, Ill lean against a corner, or some molding. Anything sharp, basically. As hard as Ican.”

  “Which makes it hurt more, right?”

  I nodded and didnt look up. “Yeah. It hurts like hell. But when I stop—”

  “Its a relief when that pain stops, even if the original pain is still there.”

  Finally, I met his eyes. “Yeah. Exactly.”

  “And of course the original pain is diminished because of the endorphins released.”

  “I guess,” I said. “All I know is, there are some nights its either pills or the wall. Or both.”

  He set my chart down. “Well, thats why youre here. The plan is to get you off the pills. And the wall.”

  “Most people would tell you Im off the wall to begin with.”

  Michael laughed. “Not much I can do about that part, Im afraid.” He walked past me to the tiny chest of drawers behind the table on which I sat.

  “Before we get started,” I said, “you said last time it would take several visits to treat this. Is that…still pretty realistic?”

  “I wish I could tell you this was an overnight solution,” he said. “But this is an injury thats had a long time to set in. Fixing it will take some time.”

  “Its not the time thats the issue.” I swallowed, wondering if this was what it felt like to literally swallow my pride. “Its the money.”

  “Well, we might be able to work something out,” he said. “Like I said before, since insurance doesnt cover acupuncture most of the time, I run into this a lot. We can work with it.”

  I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, well, Im not sure how much you can work around it when its a matter of food or acupuncture.”

  Michael stepped into my peripheral vision, and when I looked up at him,his eyebrows were up. “Youre not foregoing food for this, are you?”

  “Not this time,” I said. “But theres only so much shit I can pawn to pay for it.”

  “Hmm.” He chewed his lower lip, absently tugging the wrapper on one of the needles in his hand. “That certainly explains the source of a lot of your stress.”

  “Yeah, tell me about it.” I sighed. “The thing that sucks? I almost had everything under control. I was still struggling, but had it almost to the point I could consistently make ends meet. Then, like I said the other day, I lost my business partner and my boyfriend within a few months of each other, which left me with the business and the whole mortgage, and…” I made a frustrated gesture. “Now Im basically screwed.” I paused. “And for some reason Im telling you my life story. I swear Im not trying to get sympathy, just—”

  “Explaining where youre coming from,” he said with a nod. “I understand. And I know the feeling, believe me. The cost of living around here is obscene.”

  “To say the least.”

  “Im starting to wonder if everyones natural state in this area is „barely getting by.”

  “No kidding.”

  “Honestly, Id move out of Tucker Springs if I could,” he said. “Love it here, but its just too damned expensive.”

  “So why stay?”

  “My kid.” He thumbed the edge of the file folder in his hands. “His mother and I have joint custody, and it would…complicate things.” He paused, his eyes losing focus. “If I did end up leaving, Id have to give her full custody, so…” Another pause. Then he shook himself back to life. “Anyway. Im trying to stick it out. See if the economy gets better, try to bring in more patients. You know how it is.”

  “Yeah, I do.”

  “Of course, I have this place too.” He gestured around the room. “Overhead and all of that.”

  I groaned. “God, yes.”

  “Bonus?” He laughed humorlessly. “I had to switch my apartment to month-to-month, which is more expensive of course, because I just dont know if Ill still be able to afford it in three, six, twelve months.”

  “Ouch,” I said. “Just be glad youre not stuck with a damned mortgage.”

  “I am,” he said. “Every day, believe me, I am.” His eyes took on a distant expression. “But I guess we all have our crosses to bear.”

  “Yeah,” I said, wondering what else he had weighing down on his shoulders, “I guess we do.”

  Our eyes met.

  Then Michael cleared his throat and set the file folder on the seat beside the table. “Anyway. Shirt and shoes off, and go ahead and lie back.”

  “No car battery this time?”

  He laughed. “Not yet. Im just going to have you relax for a while, and then Ill have you turn facedown so I can do some more electro stimulation on the back.”

  “Shock therapy,” I mused. “Cant wait.”

  Michael just laughed.

  He must have put in more than a dozen needles, and they werent concentrated on my shoulder. Hands. Feet. Two in my scalp. Something about soothing the liver and fucking with the gallbladder, apparently. I was only half-listening as he explained it; his fingers were on me, and no amount of talking or sticking needles into my skin could distract me from that. I barely felt the needles. When he carefully parted my hair, hed sent electricity crackling along my nerve endings, and I couldnt even bring myself to care if he saw the goose bumps. As long as I could keep myself from getting visibly turned on, I was good, and somehow I stayed calm in that department.

  In fact, I was calmer than Id been in a long time. Hyperaware of him and of his touch, yes, but…calm. Relaxed. Never thought Id be so comfortable and relaxed when I probably looked like a human pincushion, but after last night, Id take it.

  I was vaguely aware of Michael moving beside me. Hed stood—apparently hed been sitting? Hell, Id lost track—and stepped away from the table.

  “Comfortable?” he asked.

  “Very.” One word, and it took unimaginable effort to enunciate. “Might fall asleep.”

  Michael laughed softly. “Good. Ill be back in about twenty minutes.”

  He dimmed the lights until he became a featureless silhouette against a barely visible wall. When he opened the door, bright, cool light spilled in from the hallway, illuminating his features for a fleeting moment before he stepped out. The door clicked shut behind him, and the room was mostly dark once again.

  My eyelids were heavy, so I let them slide closed.

  I drifted in and out for a while. Half-dreaming, half letting my mind wander. At first I was afraid to move because I couldnt remember where all the needles were, but eventually, I just didnt feel the need to move. I was too comfortable. Too relaxed.

  And as I savored this peaceful, sleepy feeling, my mind wandered to the conversation Michael and I had had earlier. Though the very thought of money or any conversations relating to it could usually wind me up and negate all this relaxation, it didnt happen this time. There was some comfort in the realization I wasnt the only one struggling to make ends meet these days. Not that Id wish my problems on anyone else, but I felt a bit less like a goddamned failure when I knew I wasnt the only one. Good to know there was just plenty of room on the failboat.

  My eyes flew open. Michael was in the same situation I was. Barely making ends meet, struggling with the cost of living.

  “I had to switch my apartment to month-to-month, which is more expensive of course, because I just don’t know if I’ll still be able to afford it in three, six, twelve months.”

  “Just be glad you’re not stuck with a damned mortgage.”

  “I am. Every day, believe me, I am.”

  What if…

  I wasnt sure what a straight guy would think of moving in with a gay man, and I wasnt sure what I thought about living with a jawdropping hot guy I couldnt touch. Still, desperate times did have a tendency to warrant desperate measures, and moving in with strangers qualified as a desperate fucking measure. Moving someone sexy and untouchable into my house might not do much for sexual frustration, but it sure could make the sight of my bank balance sting a little less.

  I had the space. The guest room hadnt been used at all since Wes left; the only overnight visitors we ever had were his parents every couple of months. I barely used my home office now that I had a laptop. I could easily clear out that room for Michael or his son.

  Michael didnt know me from Adam, but he knew Seth. Seth could vouch for both of us, at least enough to convince each other we werent ax murderers or something. Though knowing Seth, hed find some way to lord the power of his endorsement over both of us. Still, people took in roommates they didnt know all the time, even without a mutual friends stamp of approval.

  A tap on the door brought me out of my thoughts, and Michael stepped into the room. He closed the door behind him and slowly brightened the lights until I could make out his features.

  “Feel all right?” he asked.

  “Ooh, yeah,” I said.

  “Good. I still want to do some electro-stim, though.”

  “You and your car battery,” I said.

  Michael laughed. “You know me.”

  I wish…

  He turned the light a little brighter, and carefully removed all the needles. Then he said, “Go ahead and lie facedown. Sit up slowly, though, and let me know if you get light-headed.”

  I obeyed, mostly because I didnt want to move suddenly and jar my shoulder. Which, I realized as I eased myself upright, didnt hurt much. Still ached, and it was still uncomfortably tight, but the worst was definitely gone. I tilted my head to one side, then the other, then cautiously rolled my shoulder. Yep, tight and aching, but not excruciating.

  Then I lay facedown on the table, with my face in the doughnut-shaped cushion.

  “Is that comfortable?” he asked. “Doesnt aggravate your neck or shoulder?”

  “Its fine.”

  “Just let me know if you need to move around.”

  Michael pulled a few needles out of a drawer and set the packages on the table between the machine and me. As he positioned the first needle, I suppressed a shiver; men this attractive should not work in hands-on professions. No, scratch that. They should. They should be required to. In fact—

  A needle stung more than I expected, and I jumped, cursing through gritted teeth.

  “You all right?” he asked.

  “Yeah. They dont usually hurt like that.”

  “If the muscles especially tender, they can,” he said. “How does it feel now?”

  “Still aches, but its not too bad.”

  “If it gets unbearable, let me know.”

  “Will do.”

  As he continued working, I gnawed my lower lip and tried to work up the nerve to bring up everything Id thought about while he was out of the room. It was easy to say I could deal with someone living in my house who was this attractive. It was a little more difficult when that someones hands were on my skin and I had to concentrate this hard on playing it cool. For that matter, would the mere suggestion make things awkward?

  To hell with it. If it did make things awkward, there were other acupuncturists in Tucker Springs. And I probably couldnt afford them either.

  I raised my head just a little and turned so he could hear me better. “Listen, um, I know this is way out of the blue, but…hear me out.”

  He said nothing.

  I went on, “It sounds like were both struggling like mad to scrape by, and maybe we could both use a little relief in that department.”

  “Mm-hmm…” He tapped another needle into place.

  I let my head rest on the cushion again. “Would you be willing to consider a roommate arrangement?”

  Michaels hands froze. “You…are you serious?”

  I nodded as much as I could in this position. “I know it sounds completely unorthodox, especially since were practically strangers, but Seth can vouch for both of us.”

  “True.” For a moment, he was silent. I wasnt sure if he was mulling over the idea, or just concentrating on arranging needles. Then, “You do realize I have joint custody of my son, right? So hed be living with me part of the time?”

  I nodded again. Just the fact he hadnt shot down the idea gave me an inkling of hope I hadnt had in entirely too long.

  “And this doesnt bother you?” he asked.

  I glanced over my shoulder at him, careful not to move as he connected a cable to a needle. “Why should it?”

  His eyes flicked up and met mine, then shifted back to what he was doing.

  After another long, silent moment, he said, “Its an interesting thought. Im not committing either way, but, tell you what. Print up a lease agreement. Lets get together outside the clinic and talk specifics, and…” He tugged gently on a cable, then picked up the machine off the table. “Maybe we can work something out.”


  


  CHAPTER 5


  The following afternoon, I waited for Michael at a table in front of one of the brew houses lining the town square at the southwest corner of the Light District. It was a drive for him from his clinic, but it was close to the house, so if he was interested, we could just go from here and take a look at it.


  I was early, so I sat back with my coffee cup on my knee and let the sun warm my neck and shoulders. My wallet and keys sat on top of a manila file folder, acting as makeshift paperweights so the gentle breeze didnt scatter the lease agreement all over the pavilion. It was unseasonably warm considering spring was still settling in, and there wasnt a cloud in the sky to block my view of the snow-dusted mountains carving a jagged line to the west. Probably a spectacular day to go tearing down a one-track trail in the lower elevations. Maybe someday Id be able to do that again.


  Down here in the Light District, dozens of people took advantage of the unusually nice weather. A trio of skateboarders with their pants around their asses wove between couples and families, the plastic wheels of their boards clattering across the squares reddish bricks. The bike rental stand was open, and several slots on the rack were empty. The brew houses and coffee shops had all opened their patio seating, and even at four thirty in the afternoon, most of the tables were occupied.


  Days like this, when the weather was nice and the crowd wasnt too thick, I could see how Tucker Springs drew people in. I supposed it wasnt a bad place to live. Expensive as fuck, and definitely not for the faint of heart in the wintertime, but it wasnt all that bad. Maybe I was just jaded because of how my life had gone in the last year or so, and I was ready to blame the city, the mountains, the sky, whatever was handy.


  These days, regardless of the nice weather of the beautiful view, I was in the mood to blame the quaint little mountain town of Tucker Springs, Colorado. What easier target was there than a quiet town of seventy-some-odd thousand people and a lot of shit that sounds better on paper than it actually is in person?


  Take the name of the town itself. If the founders had believed in truth in advertising, theyd have called it Tucker Mud Puddle or something. The only time the springs were anything noteworthy was after a major storm or some serious runoff from the mountain snow, at which point the road conditions were usually so bad they were barely accessible anyway.


  And then there was Villa Condominiums, the place my ex and I had lived before we bought the house. Condos, my ass. They were glorified apartments as far as I was concerned. Call it what you want, its still a cramped box stacked in amongst other cramped boxes with a narrow, echoing metal grate stairwell that seems fine until you try to move a couch up to the third floor. Condo or not, the real estate market was god-awful, and we should have known better than to buy a house after wed just barely sold the condo without losing our shirts and a few limbs for good measure. But then, the plan hadnt been to buy it and then try to vacate it any time soon. Phrases like “settling down” and “staying here a while” had been tossed around enough that buying in a shit real estate market seemed like an opportunity, not a chance to get fucked up the ass. And not in the way I liked getting fucked up the ass.


  I swallowed the last of my coffee and tossed the cup into a nearby trashcan. Then I sat back and thumbed the file folder containing the lease agreement while I watched the crowed with unfocusedeyes. Who was I kidding? This place wasnt bad. My run of bad luck would have happened whether I lived here, in Denver, in New York, in fucking Antarctica. This place was the crime scene, not the murder weapon. All the things wrong in my life were my own fault, not that of Tucker Springs.


  But maybe things would look up now.

  If Michael agreed to move in.

  Hell, if he didnt, I could always find a different roommate, but


  I liked the idea of someone with a mutual friend. And I wasnt opposed to a little eye candy. I could look but not touch, after all.


  Yeah, right. I was asking to drive myself insane with a guy like him around my house. God help me if he brought home any “company” for an evening.


  And speak of the devil, there he was. One second, the crowd was a blur of faces, the next it was a blur of faces behind Michael as he strolled toward me, sunglasses on and hands in the pockets of his blue jeans. The sun glinted off his watch, drawing my attention to his arms. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows again, revealing his lightly tanned forearms under a sprinkling of dark hair.


  I stood, and we shook hands before we both sat, metal chair legs scraping across cobbles as we inched our chairs closer to the small round table between us.


  Michael rested his foot on his opposite knee and absently — nervously?—tapping the side of his ankle with his fingers. “So, this sharing a place, you really think its a good idea?”


  “You dont?”

  He’s here, though. That’s a good sign.

  He shrugged. “Just mulling it over, I guess. Its tempting, Ill


  give you that. Im just not sure if…” He trailed off.

  “Maybe its a good idea, maybe it isnt.” I sat back, folding my

  hands in my lap. “If it doesnt work out, theres nothing saying we

  have to stick with it forever.”

  “Except the whole bit about paying first and last month on a

  new apartment, deposits, all that shit.” He blew out a breath. “This

  isnt an entirely risk-free proposition.”

  “Is any proposition?”

  “No, I suppose it isnt.” He was quiet for a moment, then

  gestured at the file folderbeneath my wallet and keys. “Thats the

  lease agreement, I assume?”

  I slid it toward him. “Its nothing out of the ordinary. Just a

  boilerplate agreement I found online last night. Its all negotiable if

  theres anything you dont like.”

  Michael picked it up, and as he perused the pages, I didnt take

  advantage of his preoccupation and check him out. Not me. No

  way. Because he totally wasnt at just the perfect angle to, when he

  tilted his head forward to read, make me wonder what the skin of

  his neck tasted like. Didnt cross my mind at all. Not once. Jason. Dude. Snap the fuck out of it.

  I muffled a cough. “By the way, in the interest of full

  disclosure, the mortgage payments are twenty-three hundred. For

  rent, Im asking for a thousand a month. Thatll include everything

  except food and what not.”

  “Really?” He cocked his head, inadvertently exposing another

  fraction of an inch of his neck. “Not fifty-fifty?”

  “Not when Im getting equity on the place and youre not,” I

  said.

  “Hmm, good point. But Im bringing two people in, not just

  one.”

  “And hes only there half the time anyway. But Im not too

  worried since I have to pay the mortgage either way, and quite

  honestly, at this point, I just need something to supplement it. And

  if I ask any more, it isnt really worth your while, since rent on a

  twobedroom is about twelve hundred or so.”

  “Plus utilities and that shit.” He smiled. “Youre offering a

  pretty appealing arrangement, I just dont want to fuck you over.” You can fuck me over anything you—

  “Dont worry about it,” I said. “Youd be doing me a huge

  favor paying half that much.”

  Michael closed the folder. “Well, Id like to see the place

  before I commit to it.”

  “I can understand that.” I took out my phone. “Want to make

  sure youre not moving into a crack house?”

  “Pretty much. Though you dont strike me as the type to be

  running a place like that.”

  “Looks can be deceiving,” I said.

  He chuckled. “Not that deceiving.”

  Our eyes met, and his knowing smile made me shiver.

  Shouldve remembered who I was talking to here. The man had

  probably already guessed what kind of artwork I had on the walls

  and what shows I TiVod on a regular basis.

  Shifting my attention back to my phone, I tapped the photo

  album of shots Id taken earlier today. “Anyway, here are some

  pictures of the house.” I slid my phone across the table. He picked it up and thumbed through the album.

  “Wow. Beautiful house.”

  “Thanks.” I laughed dryly. “Thought I was getting a great deal

  on it, but…”

  He glanced up from the pictures. “Anything wrong with it?” “No, no, nothing wrong with the house itself,” I said. “But I

  went into it thinking thered be two incomes paying the mortgage,

  and, well, that didnt quite work out.”

  “Yeah, I can relate,” he muttered, and kept thumbing through

  the album. When hed finished, he set the phone down and slid it

  back to me. “Im definitely interested. Are you sure this isnt an

  imposition for you, though?”

  “Not at all,” I said. “And as far as Im concerned, its no

  different than if wed rented the place together from day one.

  Yeah, I own the place, but Im in the same position you are, so Im

  not about to lord it over you.”

  “And youre absolutely sure you arent opposed to having my

  son move in too?”

  “Of course not,” I said.

  “Good,” he said quietly, possibly more to himself than me.

  “Hell only be there every two weeks anyway. His mother and I

  switch every other Wednesday night.”

  “How old did you say he is?”

  “Seven,” Michael said. “And hes a quiet kid. A little on the

  shy side, but…his mother and I are trying to help him come out of

  his shell. Point being, he wont be running screaming through the

  house every five minutes.”

  I laughed. “Well, thats always a plus. But, I mean, hes a kid.”

  I shrugged. “I have nieces and nephews. I know the drill.” He nodded, glancing at the folder containing the lease

  agreement. “You know, to be honest, with the position Im in right

  now, Im half-tempted to sign sight unseen.”

  “I know the feeling.” I looked at my watch. “How much time

  do you have?”

  “Im free for the evening. My sons with his mother, and Ive

  already closed the clinic for the day.”

  “Why dont we go over there now?”


  * * *


  Michael parked beside me in the driveway. As I got out of the car, I glanced around the cul de sac. I had a few nosy neighbors who didnt have a lot to do—and still hyperventilated about the fact that one of them lived in this respectable neighborhood instead of in the Light District where we belonged—and they were probably already speeddialing each other to announce that Id brought a man home. Again. In broad daylight, no less, shameless bastard that I was.


  I laughed to myself.

  I wish, ladies. Believe me, I wish.

  I keyed open the front door and led Michael inside. As I


  entered the code for the security system, he looked around the entryway. I followed his gaze, taking in my familiar surroundings like Id never seen them before.


  This place was way too big for one person. Every floor was hardwood, the kind that creaked with the slightest pressure, and the cavernous rooms and towering ceilings amplified every sound. A house this big had seemed like a good idea when Wes and I were talking about things like “forever” and “a family,” but living here alone made my skin crawl almost as badly as paying the mortgage on my own.


  I shook myself out of my thoughts and led Michael down the hall. On one side, the living room. On the other, the kitchen and barely used dining room.


  In the living room, the walls and built-in shelves were conspicuously almost empty. Not completely bare like they would be in the house of someone who deplored clutter, but occupied by just enough small items—the odd framed photo on a shelf, a couple of books on the coffee table—to imply there should have been more. And there would have been, except most of what I had beyond furnitureand basic electronics was either in Wess new place on the other side of the country, or in Els pawn shop.


  “Its all pretty bare right now,” I said with a self -deprecating laugh. “Sooner or later, Ill get around to making it look like someone lives here.”


  Michael laughed. “If a seven -year-old moves in, you probably wont have to worry about that.” He glanced at me, eyebrows up as if checking to see how I reacted to the idea of his kid potentially trashing my house.


  I waved a hand. “Wont be any worse than anything Ive done to the place. Just be glad you werent here when I thought I could retile the kitchen.”


  “Didnt go so well?”

  “Uh, no.”

  “And Im sure your shoulder had nothing to do with that, did


  it?”

  “Well, maybe a little,” I said. “But mostly Im just completely

  inept at home improvement projects.”

  He laughed. “You too, huh?”

  “Not much of a handyman?”

  “Definitely not.”

  “So much for getting free labor out of you,” I muttered. We both laughed, and I led him into the kitchen.

  “The kitchen doesnt get a lot of use, Im afraid,” I said. “Im

  not much of a handyman, and Im even less of a cook.” “I wasn’t much of a cook,” he said as he looked around the

  kitchen. “That whole single parenting thing kind of threw a wrench

  into that.”

  “I suppose if someone else is depending on you for food…” “Exactly. And no kid of mine is subsisting on fried, processed

  shit.”

  “Comes with the territory of your job?”

  He nodded. “Id be a hypocrite and a half if I told all my

  patients to eat right, and then parked my son in front of the TV

  with a plate of fish sticks and a Coke, you know?”

  “Yeah I guess you would be, wouldnt you?” I made a

  sweeping gesture around the kitchen. “Anyway, use whatever you

  need in here. Just, you know, dont drink my Coke and eat my fish

  sticks.”

  Michael laughed. “Duly noted.”

  “Lets see, what else?” I looked around. “Oh, the garage. Its

  big enough for two cars, but I suspect its going to wind up storing

  everything thats in the two rooms upstairs.”

  “My car can sleep outside,” he said. “Im not worried.” “Mine too. When it gets to be winter, well deal with clearing

  shit out so we can bring the cars in, but this time of year…” I

  shrugged.

  “Perfect.”

  “The bedrooms are upstairs.” I gestured for him to go up the

  stairs, and as he did, I followed. Totallywasnt an excuse to check

  out his ass or anything. Totally didnt check out his ass. Or how

  those jeans fit just right, especially when he walked, and— God. I’m going to live with this guy? He’ll be treating me for

  tennis elbow in a week.

  At the top of the stairs, I gathered what wits I had left and

  cleared my throat.

  “The master bedroom is down at that end of the hall.” I

  gestured that way, and then in the opposite direction. “Down here,

  the guest room and what used to be my office. Both rooms would

  be yours, and theres a bathroom between them.”

  Michael looked around, but said nothing.

  “Fair warning,” I went on, “the acoustics in this house arent

  great. I swear to God, I can hear a spider sneeze in the kitchen

  from up here.”

  “Could be worse,” Michael said. “Theres a railroad about

  three blocks from my current apartment.”

  “Well, just dont say I didnt warn you,” I said. “Especially

  since I get home from work at three or four in the morning

  sometimes. I try to be quiet, but…”

  He made a dismissive gesture.“Dont worry about it. I can

  sleep through anything, and so can Dylan.”

  “Good to know.”

  I opened the door to the room formerly known as my office. It still had a desk and a few file cabinets, plus the desktop computer that was probably three years old and woefully obsolete. Some framed family photos gathered dust on the walls alongside my

  degree and a few snapshots from various camping trips. Across the hall was the sparsely furnished guest room. Just a

  bed, dresser, and a couple of nightstands, and the wall above the

  queen-sized bed still had the faint rectangular shadow where a

  painting had hung for a couple of years. I knew we shouldnt have

  used that cheap shit paint, but “I told you so” is bitter, cold comfort

  when you find out how badly the paint faded while your boyfriend

  is taking pictures off the walls so he can leave.

  Tearing my gaze away from the evidence of Wess departure, I

  gestured at the furniture. “I can move all of this out to the garage

  or down to the basement.”

  “With some help, I hope?” Michael shot me a pointed look. “Yes, of course.” I laughed quietly. “You didnt think Id try

  moving it all myself, did you?”

  One eyebrow rose.

  Christ, he really is good.

  I cleared my throat and broke eye contact. “I, um, can get some

  help.”

  “Good,” he said with a sharp nod. “Otherwise Im going to use

  the dull, rusty needles to treat your shoulder afterward.” I laughed again. “All right, all right, I wont pick anything up, I

  swear.”

  “Thats right, you wont.” He threw me what was probably

  supposed to be a menacing look, but then we both laughed. I continued showing him around the house, and eventually took

  him out to the back deck.

  “Wow.” He rested his hands on the railing and looked out at

  the backyard. “Dylan will lovethis.”

  “Outdoor kind of kid?”

  “God, yes.” He smiled fondly. “Between his stepdad taking

  him skiing and me taking him hiking, its a wonder he hasnt run

  away to live in the woods.”

  I chuckled. “Youre a hiker, then?”

  He nodded. “Which makes living here a definite plus.” He

  gestured at the mountains. “Itll probably take me fifty years to

  hike all the trails out there.”

  “You aint kiddin,” I said. “Ive lived here my whole life, and

  Im still checking them off my list. You been up to the springs

  yet?”

  “Not yet.”

  “Dont bother.”

  “Really?”

  “Yeah. Trust me. Youre better off going down to Colorado

  Springs and dealing with the tourists.” I paused. “I mean, its a

  nice hike up to Tucker Springs, Ill give you that, but dont expect

  much when you get to the end.”

  Michael shrugged. “As long as its a nice hike.”

  “Oh, its a beautiful hike,” I said. “I prefer the more technical

  ones, but its a nice walk through the woods.”

  “Technical ones are the best kind. Not a big fan of the ones that

  actually involve serious climbing, though.”

  “Yeah, tell me about it.”

  He glanced at me, eyes darting toward my shoulder, and

  grimaced. “Yeah, I guess rock-climbing isnt very high on your list

  right now, is it?”

  “Well, thats why Im going to you, right?” I grinned. “So I can

  climb Horton Peak by the end of the summer?”

  “Good luck with that,” he said dryly. “Im not a miracle

  worker.”

  “What?” I sighed dramatically. “Seth is a fucking liar, then.” We exchanged glances, and both laughed again.

  Then Michael cleared his throat and turned around, looking up

  at the house. “So, the rent. You said its a grand a month. All

  inclusive.”

  “Yes.”

  “Seems like a steal now that Ive seen it in person,” he said.

  “Are you absolutely sure you dont want me paying half?” “Its fine,” I said. “A thousand a month, and were good.” “All right, well,” he said. “I have to give my landlord thirty

  days, so the earliest I could move in is the first of May, so if you

  can wait a few weeks…”

  “Thats fine. As long as theres a light at the end of this tunnel,

  you wont hear me bitching.”

  “Great.” Smiling, he extended his hand. “Youve got a deal.”


  


  CHAPTER 6


  At the beginning of May, about a week before the end of Michaels last month in his apartment, he backed a U-Haul into my driveway. Wed both recruited a small army of friends to help move himin, and every inch of the cul de sacs curb had a car parked in front of it. Later in the day, Id fire up the grill and pay everyone with steak and beer, but for now, there was work to do.


  I reached for a box, but Michael caught my arm.


  “Dont even think about it.” His expression invited no arguments.

  I put up my hands. “Ill just, um, supervise.”

  He smiled, and I pretended a shiver hadnt just worked its way up my back.

  “Excellent,” Michael said. “Someone needs to keep an eye on all this riffraff.”

  “Hey!” Seths voice turned both our heads. “I heard that.”

  “Speak of the devil,” Michael said with a grin.

  “Yeah, whatever.” Seth flipped him off. “Fuck you.”

  Along with everyone else wed brought over, Seth and Michael got to work unloading everything while I stood back and tried to find something I could do. I hated feeling useless, but there wasnt much I could do unless I wanted to be in agony later. So, I supervised. At least I had the decency to refrain from lounging in a lawn chair with a beer and sunglasses, though it was temping to do that if only to mess with Seth.

  I glanced around the cul de sac. Curtains moved aside, faces peered out windows, and I was surprised I couldnt hear the frantic gossiping going on as boxes and furniture made their way from the truck into the house. Edna and Kristine stood on their respective sides of the waist-high fence between their properties, their eyes as big as saucers as they talked behind their hands. Marti was on her phone on her front porch, attention focused on all the activity in my driveway. Someone was moving in, that was for sure, but who? Which of those men wandering in and out of the garage with boxes and furniture?

  Jesus. With the way everyone watched and talked, you wouldve thought the simple U-Haul in the driveway was a rainbow beacon of glittering gayness invading their quiet suburban neighborhood. Not that I was surprised. Everyone had watched intently when a similar truck came to collect Wes and his belongings. I was endlessly amused at the reactions—running the gamut from relieved to openly disappointed—when people found out I still lived here.

  Laughing to myself, I turned away from the gawking neighbors and watched a couple of the guys moving a small bed frame down the ramp. Dylans, I assumed.

  Seth came out of the house and paused to wipe his sweaty brow with the back of his hand. “So did you guys deliberately schedule this on the hottest day of the year?”

  “Hottest day?” I laughed. “Please. Were barely out of winter. Just be glad we didnt wait until August.”

  “Im surprised you didnt,” Seth muttered. “Just to be dicks.”

  “We thought about it.” Michael clapped his shoulder. “Picked a hot day just to make you miserable, Wheeler.” He grinned. “Mission accomplished, yes?”

  “Yeah, yeah. Fuck you, Doc.” Seth threw him a suspicious glare. “This is a ploy to get me back into your office, isnt it?”

  “Of course,” Michael said with a flippant shrug.

  “And all of this so you can live with this yoyo.” Seth pointed his thumb at me. “You have any idea what youre getting into?”

  Michael laughed. “I think Ill manage.”

  “Keep telling yourself that.” Seth looked at me. “You going to help carry anything, or what?”

  “Nope.” I put up my hands. “Doctors orders.”

  “Its true,” Michael said. “He picks anything up that weighs more than ten pounds, therell be hell to pay.”

  Seth laughed. “Well, shit. I want to see the „hell to pay part, so Jason, why dont you—”

  “You paying for his acupuncture?” Michael threw him a pointed look.

  “Uh, no.” Seth turned to me. “On second thought, why dont you take it easy?”

  “Planning on it.” I grinned. “As for you, how about less jawing, more picking shit up and carrying it?”

  Seth muttered something under his breath about heat and slave labor. Then he peeled off his sweaty T-shirt and draped it over the porch railing. Clasping his fingers over his head and stretching, he groaned.

  And Ill be damned if Michael didnt do a goddamned double- take.

  I mean, I couldnt blame him. Seth and I were, and always would be, just friends, but the man had a smoking hot body. The colorful tattoos covering his arms, most of his chest, and about three quarters of his back created the perfect excuse to stare at his lean, nearly hairless, flawlessly sculpted torso. Low-slung jeans over hips that narrow could drive any man out of his mind, so how could I blame Michael for sneaking a look?

  Aside from the fact that he was, you know, straight.

  Maybe he just hadnt seen Seths more recent tattoos. The elaborate ink work spanning Seths shoulders and extending down the center of his back was all fairly new. Only a year old or so, if I remembered correctly. Michael had known Seth for years, and I supposed he just hadnt seen him shirtless in a while.

  Then again, Seth was one of Michaels patients. Surely hed seen the tattoos by now? More than once?

  As Seth disappeared into the UHaul, Michaels eyes flicked toward me, and in the same instant I realized Id been staring at Michael, he probably realized hed been staring at Seth.

  “Hey, Mike!” Seth called from inside the van. “Give me a hand with this thing.”

  Michael exhaled, undoubtedly as relieved as I was for the diversion, and disappeared into the truck with Seth. The side of the truck muffled their voices and movement, but in my minds eye, I still saw Michaels reaction to Seth.

  I had to have imagined it, right? Michael was straight. And just because hed looked didnt mean hed, like, looked. Except he totally did. He did. I fucking saw him!

  Didnt I?

  Wishful thinking, man. Wishful thinking.

  Shaking my head, I went into the house to see if anyone needed any help in there.

  It only took a couple of hours to get everything out of the halffilled truck. Then Michael and Seth left with the U-Haul to get everything else out of Michaels old place. It was all boxed and ready to go, just needed to be loaded up and taken to his storage unit.

  While they were gone, the rest of us hauled the remaining boxes and furniture to their respective rooms. Without Michael to keep an eye on me, I carried a few boxes. Nothing too heavy, just enough to make me feel like I wasnt entirely useless. Though I wasnt sure how wise it was to set myself up to possibly be sore later when I lived with the damned acupuncturist whod told me to take it easy in the first place.

  I backed off rather than give Michael a reason to get on my case, but my lack of involvement certainly didnt slow anything down. By two thirty, everything was where it belonged, furniture had been assembled, and all that remained was for the boxes to be unpacked. Michael and Dylan would handle that part, which meant everyone else was done.

  Out in the backyard, everyone dived into the cooler of beer while I fired up the barbecue. Right about the time the charcoal had hit that perfect temperature and I was laying burgers and steaks on the grill, Michael and Seth returned.

  “You allowed to drink beer in your line of work?” I asked, gesturing with my own beer as Michael dug one out of the cooler.

  He laughed. “Just dont tell any of my other patients, all right?”

  “As long as you dont tell my acupuncturist.”

  “Not a word.”

  Michael had just managed to take a seat and crack open his beer when his phone beeped. He glanced at the screen, then almost jumped out of his chair. “Sounds like my kid is here. Ill be right back.” He set his drink and plate on the plastic table beside his chair, and then disappeared into the house.

  A moment later, he returned, flanked by a petite brunette with a pig-tailed toddler on her hip, a sandy blond guy who was even taller than Michael, and a kid who was unmistakably Michaels son. If Id seen a picture of the boy, Id have sworn I was looking at a picture of Michael in his youth. Same brown eyes, same dark hair that wanted to curl, and when he got older and lost some of the roundness in his face, hed probably have the same sharp features.

  “This is Daina,” Michael said. “Her husband, Lee. Their daughter, Amanda. And”—Michael beamed—“my son, Dylan.”

  I shook hands with Michaels ex-wife and her husband.

  Daina handed Amanda off to Lee, then looked down at her son. “You have something to ask Jason, dont you?”

  Dylan looked up, shrinking back against his mom.

  “Go on.” Daina nudged her son gently.

  I squatted so we were more or less eye level, and he drew back a little more. Then he glanced up at his mother, and when she gave him a nod, he looked at me and shyly said, “Can I use my PlayStation on your TV?”

  “Of course.” I grinned. “Just means well have to make some room between the Wii and the Xbox.”

  His eyes lit up. “You have an Xbox? Can I play it?”

  “As long as your folks are okay with it.” I glanced at Michael and Daina, and they both nodded. To Dylan, I said, “Well get it all hooked up tonight, okay?”

  “Cool!” He grinned at his mom, who laughed and tousled his hair.

  “Daina!” Seths voice turned all of our heads, and he approached with his arms out and a beer in his hand. “I havent seen you in forever.”

  “Seth!” she squealed, throwing her arms around him. “Long time, no see.”

  He hugged her tight. “And just whyhavent I seen you in ages, woman? Hmm?”

  When he let her go, she shrugged. “Just havent been slumming in a while, I guess.”

  “Oh. Oh.” He put his hands over his heart and sighed dramatically. “Cut me, I bleed.”

  She laughed, elbowing him playfully. “Builds character.”

  “Uh-huh.” Seth turned to Lee. “So when are you going to come by andhave me finish that design?”

  “When youll do the work for free.”

  “Free?” Seth snorted. “I dont work for free.” He didnt even need to shoot me a “keep your mouth shut” glance, but he did anyway. I didnt say a word. Discretion was the one condition attached to my free ink.

  As everyone continued chatting and bantering, the doorbell turned my head, so I went inside to see who it was. When I opened the door, I wasnt terribly surprised to see Edna, one of my neighbors.

  “I saw someone was moving in,” she said, gesturing toward the front yard where the UHaul had announced Michaels arrival. Smiling, she added, “Of course everyone wants to say hello and welcome them to the neighborhood.”

  “Sure, come on back.”

  At least it was Edna. She was pushing eighty-five, and while she obviously wasnt sure what to make of two men living together like Wes and I had, she was always kind and friendly. She wasnt homophobic. All this gay business, as she called it, just didnt compute.

  In the backyard, we caught up with Michael as he and Seth shot the breeze.

  “Michael,” I said, “this is Edna Morton. She lives two houses down. Edna, Michael Whitman. My new roommate.”

  “Your—” Edna looked up at me, her thick glasses magnifying her wide eyes. “Roommate?”

  “Yes,” I said. “Just my roommate. Hes moving in along with his son.”

  I tried not to laugh as her eyes widened a little more. To Michael, she said, “You have a son?”

  This time it was Michael who struggled to keep his amusement hidden. “Yes, I do. I think hes getting some food with his mother, so let me go find him.”

  He left to find Dylan, and she watched him for a moment before turning to me. “Well, he seems like a nice gentleman. Is he new in town?”

  “No, I dont think so,” I said. “Youd have to ask him.”

  “And hes…living here…”

  Does. Not. Compute.

  I smiled to keep from laughing. “You know how it is. The economy and all of that.”

  “Ooh, yes,” she said with a slow nod. “I most certainly do.”

  A moment later, Michael returned with his arm around Dylans shoulders.

  “Dylan, this is Edna,” he said. “Shes one of our neighbors.”

  “Hi,” he said.

  “Hi, Dylan.” Edna smiled. “And how old are you, Dylan?”

  Dylan shyly held up seven fingers.

  “Oh, seven?” She smiled. “Well, my grandsons will be visiting from Michigan this summer. Theyre right about your age, so maybe you can play with them. Would you like that?”

  Dylan nodded, but didnt say anything. I dont think he quite knew what to make of her.

  I know the feeling, kid, I wanted to say.

  The rest of the neighbors trickled over to meet Michael, and even Marti seemed to think he was all right. Plus she adored Dylan. Kristine was more than “all right” with Michael. Shed been visibly uncomfortable with Wes and me, but could still put a coherent sentence together. With Michael, it took her three tries to even spit out her own name.

  Once again, I know the feeling…

  Eventually, the backyard barbecue wound down, and around the time the sun went down, only three of us were left. As much as the acoustics in my house sucked, it was amazingly quiet once everyone had gone except for Michael, Dylan, and myself. Sure, every sound from floorboard creaks to muffled coughs echoed throughout the whole place, but at least it was just us now. The calm after the party.

  Michael left Dylan to unpack his things upstairs in his room, and came down to the kitchen. He pulled a beer out of the refrigerator.

  “I really appreciate all of this, by the way.” Michael leaned against the kitchen counter. “Letting us move in.”

  “Hey, I need it as badly as you do.”

  “Win-win, then.” He set his beer aside and dug a teakettle out of one of the boxes stacked on the floor. “Fair warning, this shit doesnt smell great.”

  “Tea? It usually smells pretty good, doesnt it?”

  “Usually, yes.” He took out a Ziploc bag filled with leaves and twigs, and as he emptied it into the kettle, he said, “But trust me on this. Some people arent crazy about the way herbs like these smell.”

  “Dare I ask what it is?” I asked as he filled the kettle with water.

  He said something that I could never in a million years have understood.

  “I…beg your pardon?”

  He laughed and set the kettle on the burner. “Just a bunch of Chinese herbs. And enjoy not knowing what they are or what they taste like, because Ill probably make you take some eventually.”

  “Oh good. Cant wait.” I sipped my beer.

  Tea? I think I’d rather drink hot dog water.

  While the kettle warmed up, Michael picked up his beer.

  “So you mix tea and beer?” I wrinkled my nose. “Lovely.”

  He laughed again. “Hey, I feel like having a beer. And that”— he nodded toward the kettle—“wont be ready to drink for an hour or so anyway. So between now and then Ill—” He stopped suddenly and turned his head, his eyes losing focus as he craned his neck like he was listening for something.

  “Whats wrong?”

  “Damn it.” He set his beer down and pushed himself away from the counter. “Dylans coughing.” He started up the stairs and threw over his shoulder, “His asthmas kicking up again. Ill be right back.”

  Moments later, Dylan came down the stairs. His eyes were red, and he paused to cough into his elbow.

  “Hey, champ,” I said. “Not feeling so great?”

  He shook his head and coughed again. When he took a breath, he wheezed faintly, so I didnt push him to speak.

  His dad came down the stairs behind him with a box under his arm. He nudged Dylan. “Set up your game, kiddo. Youre not going to be moving for a while.”

  Dylan took off his T-shirt and tossed it over the back of the couch. Neither Michael nor I said anything about folding it or putting it in a hamper.

  We didnt have the PlayStation set up yet, but Dylan had one of the smaller handheld devices. He lay on his stomach on the living room floor and played contentedly while Michael knelt beside him and started pulling things out of the box: a long, slim pair of tongs. Some cotton balls. Rubbing alcohol. A lighter. Four round glass jars that resembled fish bowls and were about the size of my fist.

  Fascinated, I watched, wondering what the hell he was doing.

  Once everything was laid out, Michael picked up the tongs and pinched a cotton ball between them. He dipped the cotton in the rubbing alcohol, and my eyes darted toward the lighter beside the jars.

  I cleared my throat. “So, um, what exactly—”

  “Cupping.” Michael didnt look up. “Helps with asthma.” He picked up the lighter, flicked it, and held it to the cotton ball. “Ready, kid?”

  “Yep.” Lying in front of him, idly kicking his legs back and forth the way kids often did, Dylan focused on his game and didnt seem the least bit concerned.

  Holding the tongs in one hand, Michael picked up one of the jars in the other. He held both close to his sons back, turning the jar open side down. He put the flaming cotton ball inside it, held it there for a moment, and then quickly took it out in the same instant he put the jar on Dylans back, just below his left shoulder. The cotton ball was still in the tongs, still merrily burning, and the boy didnt flinch at all when the jar met his skin. When Michael released it, the jar remained in place on Dylans back.

  He started to put a second one in place, but Dylan started coughing again. Michael waited until the coughing had passed, and then, “You all right?”

  “Im good.”

  Michael put the flame inside one of the jars and leaned down to put it beside the first, but hesitated for a second when Dylan coughed once more. Then, he withdrew the flame and put the cup on Dylans back.

  He put a total of four of the jars—cups?—on his sons back, then sat cross-legged beside him. After a few minutes, he glanced up at me, and must have seen my “what the fuck?” expression, because he said, “Simply put? The suction helps with circulation, stimulating lymph nodes, getting rid of toxins. That kind of thing.”

  “Which helps with asthma?”

  He gestured at Dylan, then put his hand to his ear and raised his eyebrows. It was then I realized the boys coughing had quieted.

  “Ill take that as a yes,” I said.

  Michael smiled, ruffling his sons hair. “Hes been doing pretty well lately, but the move probably aggravated his asthma. Stress and all of that.” To Dylan, he said, “Feeling better?”

  The kid didnt look up from his game. “Yep.” He paused to clear his throat. “Thanks, Dad.”

  Michael let the cups sit on Dylans back for another few minutes, and then he carefully removed them. Four reddish rings remained on Dylans skin, but he didnt seem uncomfortable and Michael wasnt concerned.

  Dylan picked up his shirt off the couch and trotted up the stairs with his video game. He didnt cough once.

  “Guess it does work,” I said.

  “Youd better believe it does.” Michael stood, and as he carried the cups into the kitchen, he added, “Hes done a lot better since we moved to Colorado anyway.”

  “Really?”

  “Oh yeah.” Michael set the cups on the counter, then pulled a tea mug out of a box. “The pollution and shit in Los Angeles was horrible on his lungs.”

  I wrinkled my nose, nodding toward the teakettle, which was starting to emit some vaguely bitter odors. “And that god-awful smell doesnt bother him?”

  “Hes not fond of the taste, but no, the smell doesnt bother him.”

  “You make him drink that shit?”

  “Mixed with enough honey and stuff he cant really taste the worst of it,” he said. “I actually like it, but…”

  I shuddered, the bitter, pungent smell putting me off the idea of even asking him if I could try it one of these days.

  “Anyway,” he said, “the pollution wasnt doing Dylan any good, so my ex-wife and I decided to move somewhere cleaner. And cheaper, for that matter.”

  I lifted my eyebrows. “Cheaper?”

  “Compared to LA, hell yeah. But its a little less manageable with one income than two.”

  “I know the feeling.” I glanced at my watch. “Damn it, its already six oclock? I guess Id better get to work.”

  Michael smirked. “You dont mind leaving us here unsupervised?”

  I chuckled. “Might as well get used to it, right?”

  “Good point.”

  “By the way, the clubs open late tonight and tomorrow,” I said. “Ill be getting in around three-thirty, four in the morning. So if you hear someone coming in during the night, its probably just me.”

  “Fine by me.” He poured his tea through a strainer, then set the kettle aside and looked at me. “I sleep like the dead, so you wont wake me up.”

  “Must be nice.”

  “Shoulder?”

  I nodded.

  “Dont worry.” He winked. “Let me keep working on it, and well get it to the point it doesnt keep you awake at night.”

  “Im holding you to that, just so you know.”

  “I would expect no less.” He paused to put his empty beer bottle into the recycling bin. “That is, after all, what I get paid to do.”

  “Good thing you moved in, then,” I said. “Means I might be able to keep paying you to do it.”

  “Excellent.” He smiled. “Well, maybe now, with this whole arrangement, things will get easier for both of us.”

  I returned the smile. “Yeah. Maybe they will.”


  


  CHAPTER 7


  Michael hadnt lived with me quite long enough to make a dent in my cash flow problems yet, so almost two weeks into this arrangement, the clubs books were just as depressing as ever. Rising prices. Floundering income. And of course everyone from the bouncers to the bartenders wanted raises, since the areas swelling cost of living affected them too.


  Closing my eyes, I leaned back and rubbed my neck with both hands. The earliest twinges crept up the left side of my back, slithering over my shoulder like kudzu and leaving knotted muscles in their wake.


  I had to get out of here, or Id stress myself into excruciating pain. Fortunately, it was a Tuesday night, so I was the only person here anyway. The club was closed Monday thru Wednesday, and I usually came in at least two of those days to take care of administrative bullshit.


  Fuck it. Id deal with this tomorrow.

  I left the binder open on my desk and pushed my chair back. Closing up the bar on nights like this was a breeze: no food to put away, nothing to clean. Just a few lights to turn off, a quick check to make sure doors were locked and cash was in the safe, and I was out of there.

  As soon as I was outside, I stopped and took a deep breath. The air was vaguely musty from the nearby river, but clean and fresh. The sun had just sunk behind the mountains, staining the sky a deep red and purple behind the jagged silhouette. Beautiful night. Definitely not one that should be wasted on paperwork.

  Better to waste it parked in front of the TV, I mused as I unlocked my car.

  By the time I was halfway home, I was relaxed enough I probably could have gone back and taken care of all the shit still festering on my desk. Not tonight. None of it needed to be taken care of immediately, and I wasnt going to stress myself into knots over paperwork for once.

  Just let me have this one night, I begged the universe, without being in pain.

  About two blocks away from my cul de sac, it occurred to me that going home might not be much more relaxing than being at work. Less depressing, yes, but now there was stress on both ends of my commute. When I suggested that Michael move in with me to save us both money, I knew it would be torture to look but not touch. However, three things about this arrangement had failed to cross my mind.

  One, the bizarre varieties of healthy food, most of which were some unidentifiable form of plant life, materializing in my refrigerator between my beer and cold cuts.

  Two, how incredibly fucking difficult it was to curtail my swearing, especially while playing a video game, because there was a seven-year-old in the room.

  And third, that while Michael dressed business casual outside of the house, he reverted back to more casual and less business at home. For Michael, that meant jeans. Nothing else. Just jeans.

  Oh God.

  We were only two weeks into this arrangement, and I was already losing my mind. Sooner or later, Id get used to him. Hopefully before he came to the conclusion that I was naturally clumsy. Prone to tripping over my own feet, dropping things, fucking up a video game that I was completely owning right up until the moment Michael waltzed in through the sliding glass door with his sunglasses in his mouth and a sheen of sweat from cutting the grass.

  Hell, what did I care? I finally had some hope of getting my finances back in order. So what if that meant torturing myself with eye candy that left me biting my second knuckle every time he leaned down to get something out of a cabinet? I might end up with tennis elbow before all was said and done, but at least I might not go bankrupt.

  When I got home, I found Michael in the living room, and he was the polar opposite of me today: shirt off as always, bare feet up on an ottoman, totally relaxed except for his thumbs on the video game controller.

  He looked up. “Youre home early.”

  “Decided to take it easy for an evening.”

  Nodding, he turned his attention back to the screen. “You could probably use a night to relax. Good for the shoulder.”

  “If my boss gets pissed, do I get a doctors note?”

  Michael laughed. “Absolutely.”

  “Awesome.” I dropped my keys on the counter and grabbed a beer from the fridge. After Id opened the bottle, I went into the living room.

  I looked at the screen and did a double take. “You know, you are the lastperson in the world Id expect to see playing Grand Theft Auto.”

  Michael laughed again, but didnt look up from the animated sports car eluding police through the streets of Los Angeles. “Just dont tell my kid, all right?”

  “Secrets safe with me.” I eased myself on to the couch beside him. “Didnt think youd be into something so violent.”

  “Well, I could do without the part about shooting cops and hookers,” he said with a shrug. “But there is something fun about driving around and stealing shit.” He glanced at me. “Therapeutic after a long week.”

  “Its good for that, isnt it?”

  “Yep. As long as Dylan doesnt play it, so I only get this or Assassins Creed out when hes at his moms.”

  I nodded toward the screen. “You dont let him play this?”

  “Fuck, no.” The stolen car on the screen crashed into the back of a police car, and then plowed over a pedestrian. “He can play games like this and watch violent movies when hes old enough to be horrified by them.”

  “Says the man who just ran someone over with a stolen car.”

  He steered the car around a tight corner as he eluded police, and then shrugged. “Hey, Ill have you know I amduly horrified.” Beat. “I should have gotten a fuckload more points for that.” I laughed. “You were robbed.”

  “I was! Seriously.” As he kept playing, oblivious to the way his forearms rippled with the rapid movements of his thumbs, or how oblivious Iwasn’t to that effect, he said, “My kid would seriously have a fit if he knew I played this when I dont let him.”

  “Not until hes old enough to beat you?”

  “Oh, fuck that. Never mind. Hes never playing it.”

  “Good call,” I said. “You know, my cousin let her kid play this until she found out about someof the sexual content.”

  “Oh for Christs sake.” Michael gave an exasperated sigh. “If youre going to shelter your kid, at least be consistent about it.”

  “No kidding. I couldnt believe she didnt mind the violence and crime, but the minute theres anything suggestive…”

  “Sounds like something my ex-mother-inlaw would do,” he muttered.

  “Is that right?”

  Rolling his eyes, he nodded. “My folks are conservative, but Dainas?” Michael whistled, shaking his head. “Fuckin-A. I mean, they still freak out that Im going to raise my son as a Buddhist who shuns modern medicine.”

  “Are you?”

  “I wasnt planning to, but if itll piss off Dainas mom, Im tempted.”

  I laughed. “Sometimes its worth going to those lengths to piss off an inlaw.”

  “Been there?” He glanced at me again.

  “Well, not technically an in-law,” I said. “But I had an ex- boyfriend whose mother hated my guts. So I kind of milked it and antagonized her a bit.”

  He snickered. “Im sure your ex loved that.”

  “He stopped trying to convince us to try to get along,” I said with a shrug.

  Michael laughed. “Shit, my ex-wife still tries to convince her mom and me to get along. Not gonna happen, Im afraid.”

  “Cant blame her for trying, right?”

  “I suppose not.” He paused the game and picked up a mug off the end table.

  “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “You dont drink tea while playing Grand Theft Auto. What the hell is wrong with you?”

  Michael choked on the tea in question, but managed to recover before he spit any of it out. “Very funny,” he muttered, and set the mug aside.“I didnt realize there were drink requirements with this game.”

  “Well, the two dont exactly go together, you know?” I gestured with my beer bottle. “GTAs a beer game, not a”—I wrinkled my nose—“teagame.”

  “Would it make a difference if I said there was weed in the tea?”

  I blinked. “You…what?”

  He chuckled. “Kidding.” He picked up his controller again, but then set it aside. As he leaned forward, I realized that he had four needles sticking out of his ankle and foot.

  “Bringing your work home with you?”

  “More like bringing home a damned sore ankle,” he muttered, furrowing his brow as he messed with the needles.

  “Its not…weird? Working on yourself?” I asked. “I mean, I guess its no worse than someone giving themselves injections, but…”

  “You know what they feel like,” he said. “Its actually a little easier on myself sometimes because I know exactly where it hurts. And it isnt like I havent practiced on myself before. Hell, when I was in school, I practiced on anyone I could get my hands on.”

  Lucky bastards. I wasnt sure if I envied them the free acupuncture or the “hands on” part. On second thought, if he was still learning at that point, maybe Id have passed on the needles. “You know, it took a lot of arm-twisting to let you put needles in me in the first place. I dont think I could handle being a practice pincushion.”

  “My ex-wife felt the same way, believe me.” He tweaked one of the needles in his foot. “She changed her tune when she found out acupuncture helps morning sickness.”

  “Does it?”

  Nodding, he leaned back against the couch. He gingerly flexed his ankle a few times, then let it rest on the ottoman. “It helps a lot, and she had it pretty bad. I think she spent almost her entire pregnancy with at least a couple of needles in her skin.” He picked up his game controller. “When she was pregnant with her daughter, she kept joking about having me move in so I could treat her on demand.” He grimaced. “Lee didnt find that too funny.”

  “Big shock.” I brought my beer up to my lips, but paused. “So whateverpossessed you to become an acupuncturist, anyway? Im pretty sure I never saw that career listed on anything in my guidance counselors office.”

  Michael glanced up, the corner of his mouth raised in a faint smirk. “And you saw listings for gay night club owner?”

  I laughed. “Touché.”

  He shifted his attention back to his game and chuckled. “Okay, to answer your question, Id fucked up my ankle, and a friend pretty much dragged me by the scruff—or the crutch, at least—into her acupuncturists office. And damn if the woman didnt help with my ankle andmy migraines and allergies.” He paused and leaned forward to slide a pillow under his foot. “So while I was lying there in her office after my fifth or sixth appointment, I decided it was my calling. And here I am.”

  “Playing video games with needles sticking out of your foot.”

  “Pretty much.”

  “So what happened? To your foot, I mean?”

  “Playing basketball with some college buddies,” he said. “Sprained the unholy fuck out of my ankle. Still gives me grief sometimes, so—” He gestured with his controller at the foot in question. Continuing his game, he said, “And hey, its the whole reason I went into acupuncture, so I cant complain too much.”

  “Guess there are worse ways fate could have gotten your attention.”

  “No kidding. My mom is convinced it was divine intervention,” he said. “I think anything capable of divine intervention could have found a less painful way of conveying a message, but what do I know?”

  “Better than a head injury or something, right?”

  He laughed. “Okay, good point.”

  “You said you were already in college when it happened, right?”

  Michael nodded.

  “What were you studying?”

  “Besides basketball and beer drinking?”

  “Dude, we all studied beer drinking.”

  “True. I was flailing around in college to—oh, motherfucker.” He groaned as game over flashed up on the screen. Then he held up the controller. “Want to give it a go?”

  “Hell yeah.” I took the controller. “Im always good for stealing and destroying a few things to relax.”

  “Be my guest.” He picked up his tea and sat back while I started a new game. “Anyway, as I was saying, was kind of flailing around in college, trying to figure out what I wanted to do. Thought about pre-med, thought about nursing. Even looked into an osteopathic college. Then…the ankle incident. What about you?” His mug made a dull, heavy sound when he set it on the end table. “What made you decide to open a club?”

  “Delusions of grandeur and the insane idea I could get rich by thirty.”

  “Ah, the American dream. Open a business, sit on an ever- growing pile of cash.”

  “More like an ever-growing pile of stress and bullshit,” I grumbled.

  “Dont forget the ever-deepening pit of debt.”

  “Oh, I havent, believe me.”

  “Well,” he said, “heres to finding a way to hopefully get ourselves out of that pit.”

  I paused my game, picked up my beer bottle and clinked it against his tea mug. As I took a drink, I decided maybe his habit of being hot and shirtless was bearable if it meant getting us both back on track financially. There were worse things than having an attractive straight man around the house, and being up to my ass in debt was one of them.

  Yes, I decided, this was going to work out quite nicely.


  


  CHAPTER 8


  It was bad that night. Real bad. It hadnt been this bad since Michael moved in three weeks ago, but tonight? Holy shit. One stressful shift at the club, and now my shoulder was one glowing ember of pure, unrelenting pain. By the time I couldnt take any more and got out of bed, it had spread into my neck and down the center of my back.


  Fuck the shower, I was going straight for the drugs. Moving as slowly as I could, as much for stealth as to keep from jarring my back and shoulder, I got up and went downstairs.


  I threw the hot pack in the microwave, and while that warmed up, pulled a couple slices of bread from the half-gone loaf on top of the refrigerator. I didnt bother with butter or anything for flavoring, just ate it dry.


  After Id thrown back a pain pill, I rested one hand on the counter and breathed while my other hand held the hot pack in place. The pill would kick in sooner or later, so for now, I focused on relaxing my shoulders, my neck, my back.


  Tensing up will only make it worse, I reminded myself. Slowly, gingerly, balancing the hot pack on my shoulder, I clasped my hands together and stretched my arms out in front of me. I breathed deeply, reminding myself again and again to relax, but the spasms just bit in harder and spread from one muscle to the next.


  Minute after minute, the spasms spread out like a growing spiderweb. I couldnt lift my left arm at all, and even raising my right generated its own set of eye-watering twinges.


  My gaze slid toward the pill bottle. The only thing that made me hesitate to take two was the threat of more nausea. They wouldnt do me any good if I couldnt keep them down, and as it was, I couldnt tell the pain-induced nausea from the drug-induced. One pill wasnt helping, two might finish me off in the sick to my stomach department.


  My eyes flicked from the pill bottle to the corner of the wall and back.

  I picked the wall.

  Holding my breath, I leaned against the corner, pressing back as hard as I could to dig the sharp edge of the wall into my shoulder blade. Tears stung my eyes, plaster bit into my bare skin, and the darkness behind my eyelids turned red as the pain intensified.

  When I couldnt take another second, I pushed myself off the corner. I grabbed the counter for balance, closed my eyes, and took slow, deep breaths. As the pain receded, relief weakened my knees and lightened my head. The dizziness didnt help with the nausea, and I held my breath, clenching my jaw as I told myself over and over that I would not be sick, I would not be sick, I would not be sick.

  The spinning slowed, and the queasiness retreated. I let my head fall back against the wall and took more slow, deep breaths as I savored the diminished pain. The relief wouldnt last long, but it was all I had.

  As soon as the pain started closing back in, I pressed up against the wall again. The third time, the relief was tremendous, but the wave of nausea almost sent me sprinting for the sink. I leaned against the wall again, this time just for support, and just breathed.

  Footsteps turned my head, and when Michael came around the corner, we both jumped.

  “Oh.” He blinked. “I…thought Dylan was up.”

  I laughed selfconsciously. “No, just me. Sorry if I woke you.”

  “Dont worry about it.”

  That was when I realized hed shifted his attention to my shoulder, which Id been rubbing gingerly. His eyes flicked toward the corner of the wall I leaned against. To the open pill bottle on the counter. Back to me.

  Dropping both my gaze and my hand, I cleared my throat. “I, um…” I muffled another cough.

  “How bad is it?” he asked.

  “Ill be fine.”

  “That wasnt what I asked.” He inclined his head. “I can help you withthat, you know.”

  “Much as Id love to take you up on it,” I said, “Im still fucking broke. Theres no way I can pay you until Ive caught up now that I—”

  “Jason, youre obviously in pain. Im not going to let you spend the whole night like that just because of money.” He threw me a pointed look. “Im not asking. Lie on your stomach on the couch. Ill be right back.”

  He turned to go. As the stairs creaked under his feet, I was tempted to call up after him and tell him I was fine, but to hell with it. I felt like shit, he was already awake, and he could actually do something besides jamming wall corners into knotted muscles.

  So I went into the living room as hed ordered. Fortunately, I didnt have a shirt on, because I didnt see myself going through the motions required to take one off. I lay on the couch on my stomach and rested my forehead on my right forearm. I couldnt raise my left arm, so kept it against my side.

  Michael came into the living room and pulled the ottoman up next to the couch. He sat on the ottoman, and just outside my peripheral vision, a wrapper tore. For a split second, my minds eye superimposed a very different kind of wrapper into his hands, and I barely kept myself from shivering.

  Dream on, Jason.

  Hell, even if he was game for something like that, it was out of the question tonight. No way when I felt like this, which was why I was in this position in the first place. When his hand warmed between my shoulder blades, I nearly arched into him like a cat. Not out of arousal, but searching for the relief that I knew was coming. His touch had become synonymous with both unrelieved arousal and very relieved pain, and I could only bring myself to care about one of those tonight.

  The end of the needle and the plastic tube touched my skin, and I closed my eyes.

  Michael tapped the needle. It stung briefly and mildly, the minor pain gone before Id really even noticed it. Same with the second and third. A fourth, not far from the base of my neck, went in without incident, but from that pinpoint sting, a warm, dull ache slowly radiated. I tilted my head to stretch my neck, pulling at the annoyed muscle.

  “Is that painful?” he asked.

  “Aches.”

  “Give it a minute. Tell me if it gets worse.”

  It didnt get worse. It didnt go away completely, but it wasnt bad. A little annoying if anything. After the night Id had, a little annoying wasnt the end of the world.

  He gathered up the wrappers and dropped them into the wastebasket next to the couch before returning to the ottoman. “Mind if I ask about something? Just…out of curiosity?

  I rested my chin on my folded arms. “Go ahead.”

  “Why are you running the club on your own?” he asked. “You said you had a business partner, but dont any longer. What happened there?”

  I took a breath, closing my eyes as renewed tension tried to counter everything Michael had done to my neck and shoulder. “Rico pretty much handled the financial side while I dealt with the marketing, running the actual club, things like that. We both knew we were in trouble, but wed been working on finding ways to get ourselves back in the black. Then it looked like we were doing okay. Money was coming in, overhead was under control.”

  “What happened?”

  “He didnt show up at the club one night.” I swallowed the lump that tried to rise in my throat. “I found him in his garage. You know, I always thought that was just something Hollywood made up, but no, there he was. Slumped over the wheel of his car with the engine still running.”

  “My God,” Michael said. “Im sorry to hear it.”

  I sighed. “Rico fucking loved that car. He always joked about being buried in it. I guess when he realized he was going to lose it and everything else, he decided it was a fitting place for him to die.”

  “Jesus…”

  I took a breath. “I found out after the fact that hed been taking out all kinds of loans. Used his house as collateral, his car, anything he could get his hands on, and pouring that money into the club. From what it sounded like, he realized hed dug himself into too deep of a hole to dig himself out.”

  Michael was quiet for a moment. “I guess that answers my other question, then.”

  “What other question?”

  He hesitation. “With as much as the club takes out of you, between stressing you out and draining your finances—”

  “Why havent I closed it?”

  “Yeah. Im…guessing I know why now?”

  “Yes and no.” I sighed. “Its partly pride. That, and we both put a lot of work into getting that place off the ground. Im too stubborn to give up on it until theres absolutely no hope.” I paused. “And, yeah, Ricos part of it too.”

  Michaels warm fingertips met my skin, probably adjusting one of the needles. A faint ache radiated from where he made contact, so that must have been it. When he lifted his hand away, he spoke again.

  “Its probably not my place to suggest anything one way or the other,” he said, his tone gentle and smooth, “but I think hed understand if you did. If you closed the club, I mean. I cant imagine hed want you to struggle so hard to keep it going that your quality of life went out the window.”

  “No, I suppose he wouldnt.” I sighed. “Maybe if things get worse, Ill consider it.” I turned my head enough to look at him. “But hey, maybe the cash flow will get better these days.”

  He smiled. “Believe me, my business and I are banking on that too.” He stood slowly. “Im going to leave these in for a little while. Just try to relax, all right?”

  “Will do.”

  He left the room, and I closed my eyes. I didnt think Id be able to relax, not when Id been in that much pain—hey, it doesn’t hurt as much now—or thinking about Ricos death. But the longer I lay there, the more the pain dissipated, fading from glowing red to dull gray. Still there, still not entirely pleasant, but no longer something that made inflicting more pain sound like a rational solution.

  Some time passed. A few minutes? Ten? Twenty. Fuck if I knew.

  Movement beside me dragged me out of a half-asleep state I didnt even realize Id slipped into.

  “How do you feel?” Michael asked.

  “Better,” I murmured.

  “Good.” He rested his hand on my shoulder, and the warmth of his skin against mine drew a contented sigh out of me. “Theyre probably ready to come out, then.” He removed a needle, then dabbed the spot gently with a cloth.

  “Bleeding?” I asked.

  “A little.” He dabbed it again before setting the cloth aside. “Happens occasionally.”

  Apparently that was the only one. He removed the rest without incident, and then held my arm gently, steadying me—and unsteadying me, but he didnt need to know that—as I sat up. The room listed beneath me, and when I was fully upright, I rested my elbows on my knees and rubbed my temples as I took a few slow breaths.

  I cautiously tilted my head to each side and rolled my shoulders. “Oh, man. That feels somuch better.”

  “Hopefully thatll let you sleep.”

  “Im sure it will.”

  “If youre still in pain tomorrow, let me know.”

  “Will do.” I smiled, masking a shiver when I met his eyes. “And thank you.”

  “Any time.”

  We both stood. He started to head for the stairs, but hesitated, turning back toward me.

  “You, um, didnt mind me asking about…you know…”

  “Rico?”

  He nodded.

  “No, its okay,” I said. “Probably doesnt hurt to talk about it once in a while.”

  “No, I suppose it doesnt.” He shifted his weight. “I just, didnt want to pry. Into anything too personal, you know?”

  “Dont worry about it.”

  “All right,” he said. “Well, if ever I do step on a nerve or anything, just say so.”

  “I will,” said.

  We exchanged tired smiles, and then he continued up the stairs.

  I stood in the living room for a moment, just savoring the lack of blinding pain. My neck and shoulder still ached, but the worst had passed. In fact, the worst part now was the burning strip where the corner of the wall must have bitten into my back. There would be a bruise tomorrow, possibly some raw skin that Id forget about until I got into the shower, but the excruciating muscle spasms had relaxed.

  I went back upstairs and slept like the dead.


  


  CHAPTER 9


  On Sunday, I slept well into the afternoon, as I often did after the weekend chaos at the club. Then it was errands, a couple of beers with Seth at one of the pubs down the road from his tattoo shop, and home well after dark.


  I pulled a bottle of water out of the refrigerator and was headed upstairs to relax for a little while, but did a double take as I walked past the slider. Michael was out on the deck, barefoot and shirtless as always. He was oblivious to me, his forearms resting on the railing and his head tilted upward like he was looking at the stars.


  I thought about leaving him to his thoughts, but…I couldnt help myself. Something tugged at me, nudging me toward the sliding glass door.


  That would be lust Jason. And some serious wishful thinking.


  


  Probably. Oh well.


  I went to the slider, and when I opened it, he looked over his shoulder.

  “Mind if I join you?” I asked.

  There was just enough light to illuminate his smile. “Not at all.”

  I shut the door behind me and strolled across the deck. Folding my arms on the railing, I leaned over it and held my water bottle between my hands.

  “Youve got a gorgeous view out here,” he said, keeping his voice low like he thought he might scare away all the stars if he spoke too loudly.

  “You should see it in the wintertime.” I kept my voice quiet too. “Come out here after a good snow when theres a full moon, and its spectacular.”

  “Minus the part where its wintertime in Colorado, right?” he said.

  I laughed, and somehow, God knew how, I resisted the urge to glance at him, focusing my gaze on Orions belt instead of Michaels. “I didnt say to come out here without a shirt on.”

  “What fun is that?” Michael folded his arms on the railing. “Shirts are overrated.”

  On you, they certainly are.

  “Yeah, okay,” I said. “Well see what tune youre singing when its freezing cold and snowing.”

  He shrugged. “Ill just have to stay indoors, I guess.”

  Which means I’ll have to come out here to cool off.

  He turned his head. “Hows your shoulder?”

  “A lot better,” I said. “Thanks.”

  “Any time. And hey, if gets as bad as it did the other night, dont hesitate to wake me up.”

  I sipped my water and set the bottle on the railing. “I appreciate the offer, but I doubt Id ever actually pester you in the middle of the night unless the house was on fire.”

  “Well, the offers open,” he said. “Better that than spending the night bruising the hell out of yourself with a sharp corner.”

  Heat rushed into my cheeks. “I suppose thats true.”

  “If its any consolation,” he said, “youre not the only one who does that.”

  “Im not?”

  He shook his head. “A lot of my chronic pain patients do things like that. Someone described it to me once as banging your head against a brick wall because it feels so good when you stop.”

  “Put it like that,” I muttered, “it sounds even more ridiculous.”

  “Not really, if you think about it. When youre in that much pain, youll take any relief you can get, even if it just gives you that momentary illusion of relief.”

  “That sounds about right,” I said. “Im just glad Im not crazy.”

  “I didnt say that.”

  We glanced at each other, and both laughed.

  “Seriously, though,” I said. “Sometimes that seems like the lesser of two evils.”

  “Better than taking drugs?”

  I nodded. “You would not believe how many nights Ive stood in my kitchen having a staring contest with the bottle of painkillers. I really, really dont want to take them, and Im scared to death of getting hooked on them, but sometimes…”

  “I can understand that.”

  “You can?” I eyed him in the darkness. “I figured youd be vehemently opposed to any kind of drugs.”

  “I am.” He glanced at me before turning his attention toward the mountains again. “Yes, my training tells me that kind of pain relief does more damage than good, but with the kind of pain youve been in for the last five years, I cant exactly begrudge you taking whatever relief you can find.”

  “Good,” I said with a smirk, “because Id probably have to tell you to go fuck yourself if you did.”

  He laughed. “Understood. But hopefully you wont need all that shit anymore soon anyway.”

  “Heres hoping.”

  We both fell silent for a few minutes before Michael said, “So how long have you lived here?”

  “The house?” I asked. “Or Tucker Springs?”

  “Both, now that you mention it.”

  “Ive lived in Tucker Springs all my life,” I said. “Well, I was born in Montana, but my parents moved here when I was three, so Ive been here as long as I can remember. As for the house, Ive had it for a few years now. My ex and I bought it a little while after the economy went tits up. Got a great deal on it.” I sighed. “Only problem was, I went into it thinking thered be two people paying for it.”

  “Best laid plans,” Michael said.

  “Exactly.” I absently reached up to rub my shoulder, which hadnt started hurting yet, but the night was still young. “Even without Wes, I probably could have done fine on my own if not for the club. Whenever the business is in the red, the money has to come from somewhere. If I cant get a loan, it comes out of my profits. And if Im not profiting, well, it comes out of my pocket.”

  “I know the feeling,” Michael muttered. “Every time I think Im getting ahead, something new comes up. If I can get out of my student loans, Ill be in better shape, but with minimum payments? Yeah, not happening any time soon.”

  “God, no shit. I just paid mine off about two years ago. If I still had those, Id be royally fucked now.”

  “Theyre good for that,” he said. “Fucking loans. So why havent you sold the house? Even if you take a hit and do a short sale, at least youd be out from under it.”

  “I keep thinking it might be easier to sell it,” I said. “But, I dont know. I like the place. That, and Id have to force the sale without my exs signature, which means coming up with—on my own—enough to cover all the nickel and diming they do when youre trying to sell a house.”

  “I can imagine.” He glanced at me. “How does that work, anyway? Splitting up with someone when youre not married, but own a house together?”

  “How does it work?” I laughed dryly. “Its a pain in the ass, believe me.”

  “Did you buy him out, or what?”

  I shook my head. “Hed just as soon let the house go into foreclosure. He already let the bank repo his car, and his credits trashed, so he has no reason to tryto keep up with the mortgage.”

  “Any way to get his name off it?”

  “Besides forcing a sale?” I said. “If I can get his approval, I can refinance it, but I highly doubt the banks going to approve me for anything like that. Not without a co-signer whose credit is way better than mine.”

  “Think hed sign off on it?”

  “If I could get ahold of him, maybe.” I sighed, shaking my head. “But he wont return my calls, e-mails, any of that. Hes pretty much done with me.”

  Michael was quiet for a long moment. “If you dont mind my asking,” he said softly, “what happened with you two?”

  I didnt answer right away. My mind wandered back to the day Wes had called time on our relationship. Six months, and it still hurt. If he walked through my front door and asked me to take him back, Id show him right back out, but the way things ended still stung.

  I took a breath. “Wes thought I was a workaholic. Especially after I lost…after the club became my sole responsibility. And, I mean, he was probably right. I neglected the shit out of our relationship because I was trying to keep my business from going under.” Bitterness seeped into my voice as I said, “So he found someone with enough money that neither of them have to work at all, never mind long hours.”

  “Ouch,” Michael said.

  “Yeah.”

  “I can relate to the workaholic thing,” he said. “Thats what my exwife thought about me too.”

  “She thought it?” I asked. “Or you are one?”

  “Maybe a little of both. But I was throwing myself into my work, spending way too long at the clinic every day—like, every day—instead of spending time with her.” He sighed. “She thought I was obsessed with my work and didnt care about her. Truth was, I was throwing myself into my work to avoid her.”

  “Really?”

  He nodded slowly, looking out at the dark mountains. “Looking back, I was a jerk to her, and I know that. At the time, I was just afraid to face her or all the reasons we hadnt been getting along.” He laughed humorlessly, shaking his head. “Guess it was just easier to avoid our problems, even if that made things exponentially worse.”

  “Making your own hours is convenient for that, isnt it?” I asked dryly.

  “Very.” He looked up at the sky again. “So how long has it been? Since you and your ex split?”

  “Six months. Seems like longer sometimes, though.”

  “Miss him?”

  “Not really.” I paused. “Okay, that sounded a bit bitchier than it should have. Sometimes, yes, but most of the time?” I brought my water bottle up. “Its just as well hes gone.”

  Michael released an amused huff of breath. “I know how that goes.”

  “Things didnt end so well with your ex-wife?”

  “Oh, it wasnt that bad,” he said. “We get along pretty well, all things considered. But…wed been disconnected for so long, and neither of us was ever even sure why. Still arent. So, Id say the divorce was long overdue.”

  “Seems like most breakups are.”

  “Now that you mention it, thats a pretty good point.”

  We both laughed softly, and then fell silent. The stars and mountains alternately gave me something to focus on, but my mind concentrated solely on the man standing beside me. I swore my left side, the side closest to him, tingled, while my right side was cool from the conspicuously empty air beside me. Three weeks living together, and I still couldnt keep my blood pressure in check when I was around him.

  “My folks called earlier today,” he said out of the blue. “You know, checking in, wanting to talk to Dylan.” He drummed his fingers on the railing, and that was when I realized his posture had changed from casual and relaxed to that of a man wound up and bordering on agitated.

  “Oh?” I said. “How um…how did that go?”

  “It was interesting,” he said, more to himself than to me. “They werent too sure about me moving their grandson in with „some man.”

  I swallowed. “Because they dont know me? Or because Im…”

  “I didnt tell them youre gay.” His fingers tapped even more rapidly. “They, um, assumed you were. Because Im living with you.”

  My heart stopped. “I beg your pardon?”

  He kept his eyes fixed on the mountains. “My folks are convinced Im gay.”

  Good thing I wasnt taking a drink just then or Id have choked on it.

  “They are?” I asked. “Seriously?”

  Michael nodded.

  “What gave them that idea?”

  “I guess theyre…I mean, they…I dont know,” he said, his voice as unsteady as it was quiet. Nervousness and Michael were such abizarre combination, two incongruous things that shouldnt have existed on the same plane, and yet, here they were.

  He took a deep breath and pressed his hands down on the railing like he needed its support to stay upright. “Seths parents and mine were really close when we were kids, and his folks, for whatever reason, were convinced I was gay. Maybe because Seth and I hung out so much. Something. Guess they thought it was catching and assumed I had it, so they were worried about me being around their son.”

  “Even though you hadnt given them any reason to believe you were actually gay.”

  “Thats how scared his parents were of him turning out to be gay.” Michael sighed. “You know, a lot of people thought it was poetic justice that parents like his wound up with a gay kid after all. I just think its fucked up Seth ended up with jerks like them for parents.”

  “Youre not kidding.” Id never met the assholes, but Seths parents were two of the very, very few people on my please die in a goddamned fire list.

  “So, his parents were pretty much suspicious of any guy Seth hung out with who wasnt a linebacker giving off enough testosterone to be visible to the naked eye.” He exhaled. “And since he hung out with me more than anyone…”

  “So it was because of Seth and his parents?” I asked. “Yours didnt…you werent…”

  He faced me. “I didnt give them a reason to think I was gay?”

  “Basically, yeah.”

  Michael gave a quiet laugh. “Lets just say after my dad caught me in my bedroom with the head cheerleader when I was seventeen, he mostly let it go.” He paused, his laughter fading. “Well, okay, he let it go for a week or two.”

  “So they still ask?”

  He nodded. “Sometimes. I swear, when I told them Daina and I were divorcing, my mother was sureit was because I was gay.”

  I gulped.“You mind if I ask something personal?”

  Eyes still locked on mine, he shook his head.

  I hesitated, but finally lowered my gaze and quietly said, “You arejust into women, arent you?”

  “Absolutely,” he said quickly, almost sharply. “Why?”

  “Just curious.”

  Hetilted his head. “Something must have given you a reason to ask.”

  Besides some serious wishful thinking?

  I swallowed. “Well, if your folks thought you were gay. I, um, I guess I wasnt sure if something besides Seths parents and their paranoia had giventhem a reason.”

  I thought he might laugh it off, tell me it really was nothing more than his folks being as terrified of their son being gay as Seths had been before theyd found out their worst nightmare was real, but he just looked out at the dark yard, something unreadable tightening his expression.

  “Ive never really gotten an answer out of them,” he said. “If there was something specific about me, I mean. I guess Ive just always thought it was because Seths parents were so paranoid, it made mine wonder. Whenever I ask them why they thought I was, they just sort of pause and give me an uncomfortable „just wondering, and then they drop the subject.” He looked at me. “When did you figure out you were?”

  I played with the cap on my water bottle. “When I was twelve.”

  “That young?”

  I nodded. “I mean, I didnt completely understand what it meant to be gay. All I knew was that when one of my friends swiped a Playboy from his dad and showed it to us, it didnt do nearly as much for me as the boy band posters my sister had wallpapering her room.” The memory made me laugh softly. Michael laughed too, but it was a forced, uncomfortable sound.

  I went on, “Anyway, I realized when I was sixteen that I was gay, and what that meant. Came out when I was seventeen, never looked back.”

  Michael said nothing.

  A question crossed my mind, and it wasnt until a second too late that I realized Id said the words out loud: “Does it bother you?”

  He looked at me in the darkness. “Does what bother me?”

  “That Im gay?”

  “No, of course not.” He smiled, but it seemed as forced as his laughter a moment ago. “Have I ever given you a reason to think it did?”

  “No, you havent,” I said. “I dont know, I guess Ive just wondered. Ever since you agreed to move in.”

  “Would I have moved in if it did?”

  I shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I mean, were both in kind of dire straits these days. Beggars cant be choosers and all that. So I wasnt sure if it bothered you. Especially having your son living with me.”

  “Why should it?”

  “Well, it…” I caught myself, gnawing the inside of my lip as I debated finishing the question.

  “Hmm?”

  Though it was barely visible in the darkness, I watched my thumb trace the edge of the label on my water bottle. “I guess Im just curious. I havent run into too many straight guys who are comfortable living with a gay man.”

  “If it bothered me,” he said, “I wouldnt be here.”

  “True.”

  “Besides, if I had any issue with people being gay, Seth and I wouldnt have been friends this long. He wouldnt have put up with it.”

  “Oh, no, of course,” I said. “I didnt mean to imply straight men are, by default, homophobic. Youre obviously not. Ive just, in the past, known some guys who were completely cool with it until sleeping arrangements came into play.”

  Michael laughed. “Well, its not like were sharing a room.”

  “No, thats true.” Unfortunately. “I, fuck, I dont know. I guess it was a stupid question. Im just used to straight guys being a little…uncomfortable with the idea.”

  “Nah, its not a stupid question. If youre used to weird reactions, I can see being on guard for anyone to react that way.”

  Silence fell again. After Id given our now deceased conversation a reason to take an awkward turn, I wasnt sure what to say to get us back on a more comfortable topic. Maybe it was better to just let it be. Go inside, call it a night, and see if the awkwardness followed us into the next day.

  I took a breath, fully intending to wish him a good night before I went in to get some sleep, but he spoke before I could.

  “Do you ever question it?”

  I furrowed my brow. “Question what?”

  “The fact that youre gay?”

  “Not anymore.”

  “But you did?”

  “Of course I did.” I laughed. “Who wouldnt? I dont think anyone volunteers for the crap we put up with, so I had plenty of „are you sure about this? conversations with the mirror.”

  “But you always came to the same conclusion.”

  I nodded.

  “Were you ever…” He paused, looking out at the yard instead of me. “Did you ever date women?”

  “No. A lot of guys do—shit, didnt Seth date the prom queen when you guys were in highschool?”

  Michael laughed. “Yeah, he did. Lucky son of a bitch.”

  “I think Id have preferred the prom king, but hey, more power to him.”

  “Yeah really,” Michael said quietly. “You know, Ive always wondered if he was experimenting or if he knew and was just trying to hide it from his parents.”

  “He was out to you by then, wasnt he?”

  Michael nodded. “Me, and no one else that Im aware of. But he kept dating girls, so I…” He trailed off and went silent for a long moment. “God, he was so scared of his parents finding out. It was hard to tell when he was trying something for his own curiosity or as a cover story.”

  “Maybe it was a little of both.”

  “Maybe.” Tilting his head back and looking at the stars, he said, “So you never experimented with women?”

  “Nope.” I followed his gaze upward. “By the time I was even interested in dating, I knew I had zero interest in women.”

  “That must have been…I dont know, a relief, I guess.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Knowing for sure.”

  I rolled the comment around in my head for a moment. “I guess it was. I mean, I still questioned it just because I didnt like the idea of coming out, but I never could convince myself I was attracted to women.”

  “What happened when you came out?” he asked. “Was your family supportive?”

  To this day, it still choked me up a little, thinking about how scared I was before and how relieved I was after Id said those two unretractable words to my parents.I’m gay, my younger, slightly higher voice still echoed in the back of my mind.I’m gay.

  And my parents had been stunned. Totally taken aback. Never had a clue. They werent angry or upset, not even for a second, but it definitely blew their minds for a few terrifying minutes. But after those few minutes, when the truth had sunk in, my parents told me they loved me, and that had not and would not change.

  “They were saints,” I whispered.

  “Youre lucky,” he said, his voice no louder than my own.

  “Believe me, I know.” I turned toward him. “I remind myself of that every single day.”

  Michael said nothing.


  


  CHAPTER 10


  When I came home one evening from running errands, Seths truck was in the driveway. I found him and Michael in the living room, talking shit over some video games with beer bottles—one in front of Michael, three in front of Seth—on the coffee table.


  They looked up as I came in, and Seth gestured with his controller. “Hey, man. You want to play?”

  I shook my head. “No, I think Im going to go out and—” My eyes darted toward Michael, and I wasnt sure why, but warmth flooded my cheeks. I cleared my throat.“Ive been putting off some admin work I need to finish at the club. I should go get it done before it keeps me up all night.”

  Michael glanced at me, eyebrows up, but quickly focused on the game again, and I just as quickly turned to go.

  “You work too much,” Seth called after me as I started toward the stairs. “Going to be an old man before your time.”

  “Thats why I have mature friends like you,” I called back. “Keeps me young and stupid.”

  “I live to serve!”

  Chuckling, I headed upstairs and into my bedroom, where I changed into something a little more presentable than faded jeans and an old T-shirt. Still jeans, but with a button-up shirt and a silver chain that rested across my collarbones. My lucky chain, as Wes had always called it. Dont know about that, since Id been wearing it when I met him.

  I went downstairs and made a quick exit, and when I drove out of the quiet little cul de sac, I didnt go anywhere near Lights Out. Yeah, the books needed attention, but I wasnt behind on them or anything, and concentration wasnt happening tonight. The only place I needed to be was somewhere other than my house.

  So instead of driving to Lights Out, I went to the opposite end of Hacktown to Jacks. Sure, it was one of my biggest competitors, but I wasnt going out on the prowl in front of members of my payroll.

  I parked on the street and walked the half block to the club. At the door, a bouncer took five dollars for the cover charge and gestured for me to go on in.

  Though Id never set foot in this place, it was familiar in the way all clubs became familiar after a few hundred visits. The same neon signs for the same beer brands, from Budweiser to the local microbrews. The crack of pool balls occasionally punctuating the constant murmur of chatter and the thumping bass from the music playing beside the dance floor. Loners by the bar, couples in the corners, everyone else somewhere in between.

  More booths and barstools were empty than occupied. Typical of a Wednesday. Friday or Saturday, thered be far more options, but I couldnt get away from my own club on those nights, so the midweek crowd would just have to do. And thin or not, the crowd offered plenty of choices: the cowboy wannabe in tight jeans and a tipped hat, the wide-eyed and terrified college kid probably setting foot in a gay bar for the first time, the forty-something with five hundred dollar highlights. Even after Id weeded out the too young, the too aggressive, and the too married—hey, I had standards too—there was no shortage of the willing and the good-looking.

  I was in no hurry. I had what I wanted—an escape from home—and Id find someone before the bartenders called last call. For the patient man, this place was a one-night stand waiting to happen, and I was a very, very patient man.

  I took a seat at the bar and continued scanning the crowd. Some of these guys were familiar. Hell, Id probably seen most gay men in Tucker Springs come through the door of Lights Out at one time or another, so of course Id recognize some of the faces here tonight. Maybe theyd recognize me, maybe they wouldnt. It had been known to happen. I usually found out after the fact they were more attracted to my wallet than me, but most of the time, we both got a decent night out of it before I found out he was a gold digger and he found out I was severely lacking in gold.

  I recognized the bartender from somewhere, and apparently it was mutual, because his expression soured after a seconds worth of eye contact. Oh yeah. I remembered him. He interviewed for a bartending position at Lights Out a few months ago after one of my guys quit. I even thought about hiring this kid until he opened his mouth and let his attitude show.

  “Rum and Coke,” I said.

  “Rum and Coke,” he repeated. “Thatll be four-fifty.”

  Even as I pulled out my wallet and drew out a five and a one, I watched him mix the drink. He probably thought I was smugly scrutinizing his technique and reminding myself why I hadnt hired him. In reality, I just wanted to make sure he didnt throw in a spitball or some pocket lint just for spite. With the way his interview had gone, I wouldnt have put it past him.

  He finished making my drink and slid it across the bar on a square green napkin. I paid him, tipping him properly, and with my glass in hand, turned to take in the scenery.

  I didnt need liquor to work up the courage to approach someone. As much as Michael could render me tongue-tied, I could hold my own when it came to playing the games men played between flirting and fucking. No, the alcohol was to settle the nerves that had driven me out of my own house tonight. Calm down, then put on the game face and find what I came for.

  The first to catch my eye was a guy with curly blond hair over by the dartboards, but a tan line on the third finger ruled him out. Guy leaning over the closest pool table? Cute ass, but way too young. I might have approached the one leaning against the wall with a blue Mohawk and an “Im too cool to be here” smirk if I hadnt recognized him. The Mohawk had been yellow and about an inch shorter when Id barred him for life from Lights Out last year for threatening one of my bartenders with a broken bottle. Spending a night with him? Yeah, no.

  I took another drink and kept looking around.

  Ooh, he was cute. Jeans that I was sure were as tight—and probably as thin—as a condom. Meticulously messed up bleach blond hair. Lips that were made for making out, and dont even get me started on blow jobs. He was probably more Seths type than mine, though: not quite femme, but close. He was the kind of guy who could pique my interest, but would have Seth weak in the knees from the first glance. I almost wished Seth was here with me; he made a great wingman, and it always cracked me up watching him go from snark and shit-talk to speechless and stumbling when a cute twink caught his eye.

  But Seth wasnt here. He was at my place. With Michael.

  Michael. Who was straight. And perpetually shirtless. And wouldnt get the fuck out of my mind no matter how much I looked at other men.

  I shook my head. As I took another long drink, I reminded myself there was no point in pining after my roommate. That was why I was here, damn it, to find someone who did play for the same team.

  My gaze locked on a guy watching a game of pool, and my glass almost fell into my lap. Jesus. He was very familiar, but I couldnt quite place his face. Probably just someone Id seen around, but who cared, because holy fuck. It wasnt often I was willing to consider slipping out the back of a club and sucking a stranger off in an alley, especially before I even knew his name, but a guy that hot? Show me to the door.

  So, drink in hand, I crossed the club and joined him by the pool tables. He glanced at me, and a devilish smile said I might actually have a shot here.

  “You look familiar,” I said. “Have we met?”

  He laughed, revealing a row of gleaming, flawless teeth. “You use that pickup line on every guy?”

  Chuckling, I shook my head. “I guess it sounded like a pickup line, didnt it?”

  “Wasnt it?”

  “No, I was serious. I swear Ive seen you somewhere before.”

  He looked me up and down, grinning. “Well, I dont remember seeing you anywhere before.” Our eyes met, and he winked. “What a pity.”

  I smiled. “Definitely a pity.” I extended my hand. “Im Jason.”

  “Ray.” He shook my hand. “So at the risk of using a cheesy pickup line of my own, you come here often?”

  “This place? No. Im…not much of a club guy.”

  “Neither am I.” He looked at our surroundings. “Its either clubs or the Internet, though, and I havent had much luck with that.” He sighed, shrugging with one shoulder. “Which leaves either this place or Lights Out, and”—he grimaced—“yeah, Ill take this place.”

  Any other night, Id have asked him to dish on Lights Out, tell me all the reasons he hated the place, and then dropped the bomb that I owned it just to see how fast hed back pedal. Tonight? He could have insulted my mother and told me the Broncos sucked, and I wouldnt have budged.

  Hot. Available. Gay. Matching opinions not required.

  I shifted the subject away from the selection of gay clubs in Tucker Springs. We didnt have much in common, from our preferred drinks to types of music, but…oh well. I wasnt looking for anything like that. The important thing was that he stood closer to me as the conversation went on. When I suggested finding a place to sit, he suggested one of the secluded booths at the other end of the room. In the booth, we played all the games: lingering eye contact, leaning in close enough to dare the other to move in for a kiss, a hand on my thigh.

  And finally, he threw the gauntlet.

  “Do you want to get out of here?”

  I grinned. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

  Returning the grin, he pushed his empty glass away and slid out of the booth. I followed, and as I stood, I caught a glimpse of his face in profile, and just kept myself from letting go of an audible, “Son of a bitch.”

  He was familiar? Yeah, he was. Jesus Christ, how the hell did I not figure it out from the moment I laid eyes on him? It was sure as fuck obvious now.

  How did I not make the connection that he looked like the goddamned roommate Id come here to avoid?

  The resemblance was a passing one, but it was there. And truth be told, now that Id make the connection, Ray lost a little of his luster because I couldnt stop comparing him to Michael. Not quite as fit. Not quite as tempting to run my fingers through his hair. Not quite such disarming brown eyes.

  But significantly more available and apparently quite gay, so it didnt even matter that he resembled Michael at this point. He was hot, he was willing, and he was here.

  “So,” he said, “your place or mine?”

  I licked my lips. “How about yours?”

  “Lets go.”


  * * *


  I got home around ten the next morning. My shoulder hurt, but after a night like that, what didn’t hurt? That man was insatiable, and definitely knew what he was doing.


  By all rights, the itch should have been well scratched too. I had the kind of libido that craved sex whenever I could get it if I was in a relationship, but could go significantly longer periods when I was single. In theory, I should have been set for a while after last night.


  But I wasnt.

  Id have been home earlier—I tried not to overstay my welcome with one-night stands—but Id driven around aimlessly for a while after leaving Rays place. Decided I needed coffee from a particular shop on the other side of town. Debated getting breakfast, but after driving clear down by the university to a restaurant I liked, realized I didnt feel like eating there after all.

  When the clock on the dash said the coast was clear, that the man Id been thinking about all night in Rays bed had definitely left for work by now, I made my way home.

  And there, in my driveway, was Michaels car. Fuck. Seriously?

  Well, I couldnt drive around all day, and I did have a few things to get done before I went to work tonight, so I bit the bullet, parked, and went inside.

  Michael looked up from rinsing out a tea mug as I dropped my keys on the counter, but he quickly turned back toward the sink.

  “Morning,” he said.

  “Morning.” I poured myself a cup of coffee. “Shouldnt you be at work?”

  “Its Thursday.” His tone was flat, bordering on terse. “No appointments on Thursdays or Saturdays, remember?”

  “Oh, right.” And I knew that, didnt I? I must have. Wed lived together long enough, I should have picked up on the pattern, and maybe I did, but Id been so wound up and frustrated the last few days, it was no great shock it hadnt crossed my mind hed fucking be here when I came home this morning. So much for clearing my mind and relieving some tension.

  Coffee in hand, I leaned against the counter. Might as well be friendly and sociable as long as we were both here.

  I cradled my coffee in both hands, trying like hell to keep the stiffness in my shoulder from showing. Having him treat me at home was fine and good, but I was pretty sure Ray had left a few marks. Michael might not have noticed or given a fuck, but I would know, and that would be…awkward. So I moved slowly and carefully, willing myself to relax and not keep my left arm tucked against my side like I did when it hurt.

  Michael kept his attention focused on his task, and while he did, I surreptitiously watched him. Something was definitely amiss here. No one lounged and relaxed like Michael did when he was home, not even when he was doing some work or on the verge of losing a game, but right now he stood ramrod straight. Jaw set, shoulders tight. His lips were pulled into a thin, taut line, and grooves between his eyebrows spoke of intense concentration.

  Michael turned off the faucet and cleared his throat. “Well, Id better, um, get to the clinic. No appointments today, but Ive got some paperwork to catch up on. You know how it goes.”

  Before I could even comment, he was gone, leaving me staring over my coffee cup at the empty kitchen.

  I lowered the cup and slid my gaze toward the stairs. Floorboards above me creaked with movement, and my heart beat faster as something twisted below my ribs. Over and over in my mind, I watched him walk out. In a hurry to get somewhere? Or in a hurry to get away from somewhere? From someone?

  I sipped my coffee just for something to do, but I didnt taste it.

  What the hell just happened?


  


  CHAPTER 11


  At three-thirty in the morning, it was lights out at Lights Out. All that remained of the music was the inevitable ringing in my ears. The bartenders had cleaned up and clocked out, the servers and bouncers were long gone, and all that was left was to lock the doors and get out.


  Another night, a few more drops in the coffers. It wasnt a bad night, actually. Decent turnout, liquor flowing the way it needed to; from the looks of the closing slips from the tills, Lights Out mightve even pulled a profit for a change.


  After I swung by the bank and dropped the cash in the night deposit, I headed home, and not a moment too soon. My shoulder felt pretty good tonight, and I was looking forward to a solid night of sleep for once. It had been three days since the last time Michael treated me, and my shoulder still didnt hurt. Thank God for that. I was too exhausted to put a hot pad on it tonight, and hopefully I wouldnt regret slacking off on that just this one time.


  When I got home, Michaels car was in the driveway, but there was another car parked on the street. Just close enough to my driveway that it clearly belonged to a guest in my house, not my next-door neighbor.


  The house was dark, including Michaels bedroom window.


  I cringed and swore under my breath. Add that to the growing list of things I hadnt taken into consideration when hed moved in.

  Motherfucker. Bad enough that every time we talked, or we passed in the hallway while he didnt have on a shirt, or I even knew he was in the house, my crush on him inched toward maddening. Hell, inched past maddening.

  And now? I glared at the car beside the driveway. Now this.

  But, Michael lived here. He was straight, he was unattached, and if he wanted to bring a woman home, it was his prerogative no matter how much it would test my sanity between now and daylight. Good thing a few of the earplugs I kept at the club had migrated home with me over time, so I could block out any enthusiastic noises that made it to my end of the hallway.

  Once I was inside, I turned the deadbolt and reactivated the security system. The house was completely silent. No moaning, no bedsprings creaking. My ears were still ringing as they always were after work, but I was sure of it. There wasnt a sound except my own creaking footsteps on the way up the stairs.

  Just in case, I pulled a pair of earplugs out of a drawer and kept them on the bedside table.

  Whatever he did to my shoulder a few days ago, though, it must not have worn off yet. In spite of being wound up about Michael getting laid down the hall, exhaustion kicked in.

  I closed my eyes, and not a single sound or muscle spasm disturbed me for the rest of the night.


  * * *


  I woke to the sounds of movement. Nothing terribly loud, but even the slightest sign of life was enough to jar me awake. Especially with the acoustics in this place.


  They were discreet, Id give them that, but in a house like this, sounds carried. What the bed frame didnt give away, the occasional muffled moan did. Though he wasnt particularly loud, Michael was definitely vocal. More so than his partner; I didnt hear her at all. I couldnt say I really heard him either. Every once in a while, a faint vibration made it to my ears, a deliciously low timbre I felt more than heard. He had a sexy low voice, and apparently it dropped even lower when he was turned on.


  No point in torturing myself listening to Michael and his companion, so I got up and went in to take a shower. Though I could no longer hear them—him—I was acutely aware of what was going on down the hall. My mind showed me all kinds of images. Michael fucking her in every position imaginable. His eyes closing as her head bobbed up and down on his cock. Women werent a turn-on, and straight porn had never done a thing for me, but in this instance, all I could see was Michael. Aroused, sweaty, banging the hell out of someone. Id seen his bare torso enough times, it didnt take much to add sweat and hands running down his back to the mental image.


  Once I was in the shower, there was no point in pretending I wasnt aroused or trying not to do anything about it. Not when I knew Michael was having sex with someone right down the hall. Fuck,I couldnt remember the last time I got off that fast on my own.


  By the time I got out of the shower, the house was silent again, so I moved as quietly as I could to keep from disturbing them. Always a challenge with hardwood floors and crap acoustics, but I did the best I could, stepping to avoid the boards that creaked the loudest and opening the bathroom door slowly to keep the hinges from shrieking.


  Michaels bedroom door was closed, and the house was silent. They probably hadnt left yet, not unless theyd finished, dressed, and gotten the hell out of Dodge in the time it took me to get in the shower, get off, and get out. So I assumed they were still here, and quietly went downstairs.


  At almost half past nine, which was early as fuck for me, I was in the kitchen and halfway through my second cup of coffee when two sets of quiet footsteps came down the stairs.


  They didnt come into the kitchen. At the bottom of the stairs, they both turned right and continued into the foyer. I released a relieved breath; there was nothing as awkward as bumping into a roommates one-night stand—or first time fuck, or girlfriend he hadnt mentioned until now, or whoever—the morning after. Especially when I wasnt expecting her, and she may or may not have been expecting me.


  In the foyer, Michael said something, and the reply made me choke on my coffee.

  Thatwasnt Michaels voice, but it was damn sure a male voice.

  I craned my neck, listening. The front door closed before either of them said anything more, but Id heard enough.


  Fuck. Seriously?


  Jesus effing Christ on a skateboard. So that was why I didnt hear a womans moans this morning.

  Oh, you lucky motherfucker. I shivered as I replayed everything Id imagined earlier, but with a man in place of a woman. Ooh, God. The thought of a womans legs wrapped around his waist was nothing compared to a mans powerful legs hooked around Michaels. A mans hands grabbing Michaels arms, Michaels head going up and down over another mans cock…

  Another shiver, and I almost dropped my coffee cup. I set it down, just to be safe, and deliberately thought about the clubs books just to keep myself from thinking about Michael driving his cock into another man, or that man driving his cock into Michael, both of them moaning and shuddering and—

  The books, Jason. Think about the books.

  And then Michael came back in, and the books in my mind went up in flames, leaving me with the fantasies of what he might have done earlier, and the reality of his gorgeous body right here in front of me.

  Our eyes met. From the heavy shadows beneath Michaels eyes, I guessed he and his companion hadnt called it an early night last night.

  Clearing his throat, he quickly turned away to reach into the refrigerator for something, but not before his cheeks turned pink. “I figured youd still be asleep.”

  “Its almost ten.”

  “Werent you out until three or four?”

  “Yeah, but thats almost eight hours.”

  He cocked his head. “Yeah, I suppose it is, isnt it?” He muffled a cough and turned away again, this time getting a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

  I sipped my coffee and watched him surreptitiously. Because I am a fucking masochist, I let my gaze slide down his shoulders and back. My heart skipped when he turned just right, and I realized a shadow on his waist wasnt a shadow at all. God, they just had to fuck each other hard enough to leave marks, didnt they? Because my brain hadnt already had a field day without the use of visual aids like a bruise just above his waistband or a hint of a welt on the base of his neck. At least he didnt have any bite marks, or I might have evaporated into a cloud of pure jealousy vapor.

  Weird, uncomfortable silence descended between us. He set the bottle down, the quiet tap echoing through the cavernous kitchen.

  I tapped my fingers on my coffee cup. Michael folded his arms and drummed his fingers rapidly on his upper arm. I looked at him only when I was sure he wasnt looking at me, but misjudged it and caught his eye when he glanced in my direction.

  “So, um…” I managed to get two words out, but couldnt figure out how to follow them. How was your night? What was he like? Whatever he did, I would give my right arm for the opportunity to do better.

  Michael played with the bottle cap on the counter. “I, uh…” He paused, keeping his gazefixed on the floor. “Im assuming youre all right with…” Trailing off, he gestured toward the stairs, and raised his eyebrows like he was begging me to put two and two together. Finally he added a whispered, “Guests?”

  “Dont worry about it.” I waved a hand, then reached for my coffee. “You live here, Michael. Youre welcome to bring people around.”

  “Well, okay, I know, but…” He exhaled. “I guess Im just getting used to the arrangement.”


  Tell me about it.


  “Part of having a roommate, right?” I laughed, hoping it didnt sound as forced as it was.

  He offered a thin, unenthusiastic smile, which quickly fell. “Listen, um…” He paused, clearing his throat. “Im sure I dont have to ask, but youll be…” His eyes darted toward the stairs, then back to me. “Discreet?”

  “What else would I do?” I asked. “Im not going to put your face on the bulletin board and the club or anything.”

  Michael laughed quietly. “Well, no, I didnt figure you would. But, I mean, my son doesnt know. And neither does Seth.”

  I’m wondering how longyouve known…

  “Secrets safe with me.”

  “Thank you.”

  Awkward silence descended again. God, so many things I wanted to ask him, most of which boiled down to “What do I have to do to get into your bed?” Fortunately, I found the restraint to keep those questions to myself, and when Michael headed upstairs to get a shower, I couldnt decide if I was relieved the conversation was over, or kicking myself for not working up the nerve to say anything.

  I didnt care if a roommate got laid. In fact, after having several over the years, I openly encouraged each and every one of them to fuck as often as humanly possible, because sexually satisfied roommates were easy roommates to live with.

  When that roommate was my every sexual fantasy personified, and Id been convinced he was straight so I didnt have a snowballs chance in hell of even finding out if we were sexually compatible? Then I wasnt quite so enthusiastic about him knocking the plaster off the walls.


  “I’m sure I don’t have to ask, but you’ll be…discreet?”


  Id keep my mouth shut, but hed definitely piqued my curiosity. Among other things.

  My roommate was hot. My roommate rarely wore a shirt. And my roommate slept with men.

  Want.


  


  CHAPTER 12


  I never drank at work. Even if it was legal, which it wasn t, it was bad form and unprofessional. Tonight? Oh my God, it was tempting. Pour me some Jaeger and let me go.


  The kid was at his mothers. It was Saturday night. When I left for work, Michael had just gone in to take a shower. I had no idea where he wouldbe or what hed be doing. My brain had a few ideas that may or may not have been accurate, but those ideas werent doing much for my sanity. As far as I was concerned, the only question was who he was doing, and I envied the son of a bitch who wound up in my guest room tonight.


  At least I was here and not at home. First priority tonight had been getting away from that place. Ever since Michael slept with another man in my house, I was halfway to bona fide, cardcarrying, irreversibly insane. I couldnt even look at him without hearing—feeling—the low, reverberating sounds of arousal that had come from his room that morning, and just the creak of a floorboard beneath his foot or mine made me think of squeaking furniture. The faint bruise above his hip had faded, but that didnt stop my mind from telling me every shadow that fell across his skin—always without his shirt, always without his fucking shirt!— was a mark left by some man who got closer to him than I ever would.


  Frustration. Jealousy. Just plain horniness. Maybe all of the above. Whatever the word, it was driving me out of my mind.

  Thank God Id be at work until nearly dawn, and hopefully Lights Out would keep me occupied and distracted so I didnt think about what was going on at my house.

  Not likely, though. The club wasnt setting itself up to be terribly stressful tonight. Quite the contrary: it was looking to be a bit too quiet. On a Saturday night, people shouldve been standing in line outside, and the bartenders tip jars shouldve been overflowing before eight thirty.

  I rested my hands on the bar and surveyed the scene. Rumor had it one of the other clubs in town was having some sort of event tonight, so that probably drew away a portion of my potential clientele. That, and we were getting close to finals week for both universities. Tucker U would be wrapping up in the next two weeks, and East Centennial the week after that. Which meant students would be taking off in droves for summer vacation. Traveling, returning to wherever they called home, not coming through the doors of Lights Out.

  In a university town, summer wasnt good for business.

  Wasnt good for selection, either, but I couldnt say I was terribly picky tonight. The one man I wanted was out of reach, so anyone I hooked up with would be, at best, second best anyway. Better than jacking off to some futile Michael-shaped fantasies, I supposed. Either way, good thing I worked in a place where plenty of men came looking for someone with whom to tangle up all night and then part ways at dawn, because if I couldnt have Michael, then that was exactly what I needed tonight.

  But for now, I had to run the club. I didnt leave until after closing, which meant there was no point in finding anyone now. If he was horny enough for a one-nighter, he wasnt going to hang around until three in the morning for me to come fuck him. That, and whoever was left at the end of the night would be as desperate as I was. You scratch my back, Ill scratch yours, your place or mine?

  In the meantime, business.

  I made the rounds, checking on my bartenders and servers, making sure the deejay was set for the night, and keeping an eye on anyone who might be taking too much advantage of my liberal break policy. I checked with the bouncers to see if they had their eye on anyone as potential troublemakers. So far, so good.

  On my way to the upper level, I took out the earplugs I always wore downstairs. It was loud up here, but it was like the difference between watching an airshow and sticking my head inside the intake of a space shuttle. If Tucker Springs ever wound up with an epidemic of hearing loss among its young, gay population, I was probably partly responsible.

  My eyes only took a moment to adjust from the flickering strobes downstairs to the dimmer, static lights up here. The older, more subdued crowd mingled and drank, shot pool and flirted, exchanged looks and phone numbers. Beer bottles. This or that on the rocks. Martinis. The bartenders undoubtedly pushing top shelf. Well, it wouldnt be an abnormally lucrative night, but it wasnt bad. And it was still early.

  The back of my neck tingled, and I stopped in my tracks.

  I turned around.

  Oh God.

  Apparently there was something worse than knowing Michael was fucking other men in my house—when he came to my club to find those men.

  On the flipside, it probably wouldnt take him long to find a willing partner. Depending on how picky he was, or how long he liked to linger in a club, the man could be out of here before the next song ended, because holy fuck he looked good.

  Whatever gift he had for reading answers before they were spoken, he must have used it to tap into that part of my brain that listed all the things that made my mouth water. Jeans that fit just right. Five oclock shadow. Hair arranged flawlessly but not locked into place with gel or some other shit that would preclude running my fingers through it. And of course, the borderline fetish that my ex always thought was ridiculous—an old T-shirt under a blazer. Like no other, that was a look that always got me. Just the right amount of classy and casual mixed with some good oldfashioned dont give a fuck.

  For the first time in my life, I was convinced someone had been put on this earth for the sole purpose of driving me insane.

  And just in case my blood pressure wasnt already all over the place, Michael saw me. And he was coming this way. And there was no pretending I hadnt seen him, because I was staring at him like an idiot.

  “Hey,” I said when we were just over an arms length apart. “Didnt expect to see you here tonight.”

  He smiled. “Yeah, I hope you dont mind me crashing your club.”

  “No, not at all.” In spite of my nerves, I forced a grin. “The more the merrier.”

  “Well, Ive heard good things about this place.” His smile suddenly lacked its usual shameless confidence, as did his voice. “Thought Id, you know, check it out.”

  “Hope it doesnt disappoint.”

  Over the rim of his glass, his eyes narrowed slightly and locked on mine as he said, “So far so good.” As he took a drink, though, that momentary confidence, that flicker of boldness, faded, and he dropped his gaze. Then he met my eyes with a hell of a lot more effort than before, and it was hard to tell in this light, but I was sure his cheeks colored a little as he said, “Do you, um, have a few minutes? To go somewhere and talk?”

  I smiled in spite of the knot that suddenly twisted beneath my ribs. “Im the boss. I can take a few minutes if I want to.”

  His smile was uncertain, the creases above his eyebrows asking, “Okay, but doyou want to?”

  I nodded toward the stairs. “Come on.”

  Heart pounding, I led him out into the stairwell and up to the employees-only rooftop terrace.

  “Theres a third level?” he asked, looking around.

  “Well, not really,” I said. “More like a glorified break room for my employees. Sucks during the winter. Everyone has to take breaks in the storage room, and the smokers? Well, theyre pretty well fucked.” And you’re rambling, Captain Smooth-N-Suave.

  Michael laughed. “Seems like a good way to motivate them to quit.”

  “Thats what Ive told them, but they just go outside and suffer.”

  He chuckled, but didnt say anything, and uncomfortable silence descended between us.

  We stopped beside the chest-high concrete railing, and when Michael looked up at the night sky, so did I.

  Tucker Springs didnt have the same amount of light pollution as places like Denver, and on a clear night like this, the stars were more visible than they had any right to be over a city. Not like they would have been if we were out in the middle of uninhabited nowhere, but still impressive. Something to look at besides each other.

  I wondered if Michael had ever gotten away from LA or Tucker Springs enough to see what the sky had to offer in places like Moab and some of the more remote parts of the Rockies. I could all too easily imagine myself in a place like that with Michael. Lying on top of a sleeping bag on the hard ground, looking up at the sky with my fingers laced behind my head, shooting the breeze about how big the universe is, and how big do you think it really is, and where do you think we really come from, having the conversations that were inevitable under a sky like that and probably sounded like marijuana talking if anyone ever happened by. But they didnt happen by. Not out in the middle of Moab or the Rockies. If ever I found myself out there with Michael, we would be well and truly alone.

  And I doubted Id even notice the sky.

  Unless of course we somehow made it that far and wound up with this awkward tension between us. Which meant somehow getting out of this particular moment, which meant we needed to kill this tension now.

  “So.” I resisted the urge to fidget. “You wanted to talk about something?”

  His fingers started drumming on the railing, marking a rapid, nervous rhythm on the weathered concrete. “About the other night.”

  “Okay…” I gulped. Which other night? I wanted to ask. When you brought home another man? Or when I came home with “I fucked another man” written all over me and you just about sprinted out of the room?

  Fidgeting uncomfortably, I said, “Which part?”

  Then, as abruptly as theyd started, his fingers stopped. He shifted his gaze away from me again. “I…dont even know.”

  “Neither do I.”

  Give me something here, Michael. A sign. A hint. Something.

  Exhaling, he ran a hand through his hair, but kept his gaze fixed on the mountains instead of me.

  “I thought you said you were straight.” Oh. Great. Perfect start to keeping the conversation from getting more awkward.

  But he whispered, “So did I.” He took a deep breath, lowering his gaze the parking lot beside the club. “Ive been telling myself that for a long, long time, anyway.”

  If hed had a finger on my pulse just then, he wouldnt have been able to keep count of the beats. As he fidgeted and avoided my eyes, I wondered if his heartbeat might have rivaled mine.

  He closed his eyes and pushed out a breath. I thought he might have even cursed softly, but I couldnt be sure. And finally, he looked at me and spoke.

  “To be blunt,” he said, “Im attracted you.” He looked away again, adding a murmured, “Veryattracted.”

  Oh dear God. Please don’t let me be dreaming right now.


  My mouth had gone dry, but somehow I whispered, “Likewise.”

  That didnt ease any of the tension in his posture. Or mine. Christ, where was this going?

  Come on, Michael, give me something…

  “So, if we both know were attracted to each other,” I said, pausing to clear my throat, “then why dont—”

  “Its not that simple,” he said.

  “Isnt it?”

  Michael moistened his lips and avoided my eyes. “I have to be careful of my kid,” he said. “And theres the professional ethics. Yeah, were roommates. Were…we obviously…” He exhaled sharply. “But youre still my patient too.”

  “You could always just treat me at home,” I said. “I can still pay you.”

  He kept his gaze down.

  “You said yourself youve treated your ex-wife.” I inclined my head. “And I dont imagine she was relegated to patient status after that.”

  Pursing his lips, he broke eye contact, staring at the concrete between us. “No, I didnt. But this is… Its complicated. Youre technically my patient. Plus we live together, so if things went south…”

  “Im not after a commitment ceremony and a joint mortgage, if thats what youre worried about,” I said. “Ive been there, done that.”

  He made eye contact again. “Then what doyou want?” It wasnt a demand, not when his eyes screamed, “Help me out, because I have no ideawhat’s happening here.”

  “Im not even sure. I just want…you.”

  Turning his body so he faced me completely, he rested his forearm on the railing beside him. His fingers drummed rapidly, and though he leaned in such a way he should have looked casual and relaxed, he was tense. Twitchy. I was surprised he wasnt tapping a foot, and it was weird to see him like this. I wasnt used to Michael Whitman being this flustered. Certainly not at a loss for words.

  “Its not that I dont want to, Jason,” he said finally. “Believe me, I do.”

  “Is that why you came here, then?” I asked. “To tell me why we cant do anything about this?” When you’re dressed for the prowl, when you’re doing this here instead of at home, when you can’t possibly fathom how much this is killing me…

  “I…” He looked out at the street below us.

  I didnt know exactly why, but I stepped a little closer, and we both tensed as the space between us shrank. “Michael?”

  He slowly released a breath. “I needed to talk to you,” he said, speaking quickly now, “and Ill be the first to tell you I suck at this sort of thing, so when I realized I needed to do it, I figured I should come down here and get it over with, but I hadnt really thought much further ahead than just pulling you aside to talk, so—” Abruptly, he cut himself off and shook his head. “Fuck, I dont know. Honestly?” He looked me in the eye again. “I dont know why Im here.”

  “Are you sure about that?”

  He swallowed. “No. Im really not sure about anything right now.”

  “Except that youre here.”

  “Except that you’re here.”

  Neither of us looked away. My heart thundered. Every muscle turned into a coiled spring just waiting for one of us to trip my flight instinct. Or his.

  Ill never know where I found the nerve to make the move, but I reached for his hand on the railing. With only a few inches separating my palm from his skin, where the heat from his just started to mingle with the warmth from mine, I paused. My fingers twitched indecisively in midair, and my heart beat even faster.

  Michaels gaze darted toward that void that still existed between our hands. Then he met my eyes, and hed never been so impossible to read. In the space of one heartbeat, I was sure his eyes told me to back off. The next, he was daring me to keep going. The one after, begging me to pull back. Begging me not to pull back. And all the while, my unmoving hand hovered, waiting for something decisive to tell me whether to pull it back or put it down.

  Then, eyes still locked on his, I lowered my hand, but in the same instant, he pulled his out from under, and my palm met nothing but coarse, vaguely warm concrete.

  Disappointment didnt even have a chance to register, because a split second later, his concrete-cooled palm met the side of my neck and his lips met mine.

  Neither of us moved. I couldnt, not until Id found the equilibrium that went out from under me the instant our mouths made contact. Was this…had he really…did this really fucking happen?

  God, yes, it did. And it wasnt over yet.

  Michaels other arm slid around my waist. Inhaling slowly through my nose, I wrapped my arms around him as our parted lips slowly, gently eased into motion.

  Every first kiss since the dawn of time had ended much too soon, but not this one. In spite of my desperate hunger for him that had been building for weeks now, I couldnt see doing this any way but slow, sensual, one long breath at a time while we inched together, letting the deepening kiss draw our bodies closer. Michaels hand rested on the small of my back, his other on the back of my neck, fingertips unsteady against me as he nervously, confidently, shyly, boldly explored my mouth.

  After an eternity, he drew back, breaking the kiss, but we didnt let go of each other, and I decided I was wrong. It had ended too soon after all.

  We held each others gazes, both of us breathing hard, and my heart pounding in my chest. Where we went from here wasnt as much of a foregone conclusion as Id have liked; that kiss may have taken every reserve of confidence he had tonight, and a single step of retreat could stop it all right here. As the aftermath stretched out almost as long as the kiss that had preceded it, I was sure with every passing second he was about to take that retreat. I was on the verge of beating him to it when his palm pressed into my back, and before I could make sense of anything, his lips were against mine again.

  He wasnt so tentative now. Not so nervous. Quite the opposite, in fact, and I loved the way his mouth silently said, “Im going to kiss you like this, and youre going to like it,” because I did like it, and in that moment I couldnt think of many things I wouldnt have done if hed demanded it. Not that I could think of much at all, because his tongue teased mine, his fingersgrasped my hair… Oh, God, I wanted him.

  Panting and shaking, I pulled back and met his eyes. “We should go somewhere else. One of my…” I nodded toward the door. “My employees come up here sometimes.”

  Michael licked his lips. “Lead the way.”

  Without another word, I led him back to the stairwell and down to the hallway behind the upper clubs bar. As I keyed open my office, I glanced up and down the hall to make sure none of my employees were back here. We were alone, so I pushed open the door, and we stepped inside.

  The second the door was closed, Michael grabbed the front of my shirt and hauled me closer to him. I pinned him up against the door, as much to catch my balance as to keep him right where I wanted him, and kissed him hungrily as he ground his erection against mine.

  Stubble hissed across stubble, denim whispered across denim, and we both breathed sharply, rapidly, groaning against each others mouths. My fantasies didnt even try to measure up to the reality of tangling myself up in him, breathing him, turning each other on like wed waited all our lives for this.

  I broke the kiss, panting against his lips and holding on to his shirt with one shaking hand as my other arm braced against the door behind him.

  Michael ran the tip of his tongue across his lower lip. His pupils were blown, arousal written all over his wide eyes and parted lips, but something else crept in, drawing his eyebrows together and loosening his fingers around my shirt.

  I released his shirt and gently cupped the side of his face. “Something wrong?”

  “Look, I…” He took a deep breath. “I havent done this. Not much, I mean.”

  “Which part?”

  “Any of it.” Color bloomed in his cheeks, and his grasp on my shirt loosened a little more. “The other night. When I brought someone home, that was…” He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. When he spoke again, the words came quickly and softly, “That was the first time Ive ever been with a man.”

  My heart jumped. “Are you serious?”

  Michael nodded, more color rushing into his face. With a dry, forced laugh, he said, “Better late than never, right?”

  “Who said anything about late?” I combed my fingers through his hair and leaned in, seeking out his lips with my own. He hesitated at first, drawing back from me just a little bit, but before I could pull back, he curved his hand around the back of my neck and returned my kiss.

  And abruptly, he broke that kiss and drew back against the door, swearing under his breath.

  “You all right?” I asked.

  “Nervous.” He swept his tongue across his lips and avoided my eyes. “This…” He laughed softly. “Its ridiculous, but this…it scares me to death.”

  “Do you really want to do this?” I silently begged his answer to be yes, and for him to mean it and not just say it because it was what I wanted to hear.

  My heart shifted into overdrive when his lips brushed mine as he whispered, “More than you can imagine.”

  I was uncertain for a second, but his kiss backed him up, and I believed him.

  I let my hand drift down his side, pausing at his belt, and when he shivered and his kiss intensified, I slid that hand between us.

  Michael broke the kiss with a moaned, “Oh, God.”

  “This okay?” I murmured as my fingers found his zipper pull. He nodded, wriggling against me as I drew the zipper down. Closing his eyes, he swore under his breath and reached down with one hand. I thought he might shove my hand away, but instead, he made a frantic, shaking attempt to unbuckle his belt.

  I gently nudged his hand aside and finished what hed started, and as my hand slid into his jeans and boxers, Michael shivered. So did I, and as I wrapped my fingers around his thick cock, a single thought nearly dropped my legs right out from under me.

  Please, God, let him be a top.

  I needed this man to fuck me. Soon. But first…

  I went to my knees and took his cock into my mouth, goose bumps springing up along my spine as Michael released a low, throaty groan.

  “Oh my God,” he breathed. “Jesus, Jason…” He grasped my hair, pulling just hard enough to make my scalp sting. I bobbed my head faster, both to give him more and to make him pull my hair even harder. I was dizzy with arousal, and every moan and curse drove me on, and when his breath caught, I was so turned on I was surprised I didnt come myself.

  The floor vibrated beneath my knees, and in my minds eye, I saw everyone downstairs on the dance floor, bodies moving together in time with the bass, with every thrumming beat that reverberated through me. Without realizing it, Id fallen into the same rhythm as the music, and I moved with the pulsing beat just like everyone downstairs, and I imagined them getting closer to each other, touching and undulating, searching each other for the heat that crackled over their heads in the confines of my office. Hands sliding over clothes like my supporting hand slid up the side of Michaels leg. Lips parted to release hot, ragged breaths like the ones Michael released as his fingers tightened in my hair.

  The beat quickened. Intensified. Or maybe that was my blood in my ears. Whatever it was, it drove me on, and I stroked Michael faster, and teased him with my lips and tongue, and his knee trembled beneath my other hand as I held on for balance, and one of us groaned but I didnt know who because I was too fucking turned on to care.

  Michael barely made a sound, just a deep, almost inaudible groan, but every soul in the building must have felt the intensity of his release. I was certain we sent a powerful shockwave rippling through the club—blowing out speakers and bulbs, shattering bottles and glasses—in the same moment his semen flooded my tongue.

  I sat back on my heels and swept my tongue across my lips as I looked up at him. His eyes were closed, his head resting against the door, and he didnt look down when he spoke.

  “Fucking Christ,” he murmured, his voice barely reaching my ears. “I want to return the favor.”

  He didnt ask. He didnt suggest it. Nervous and inexperienced or not, the undercurrent of his voice was bold and demanding, like it was a foregone conclusion that we would leave this place, and he would return the favor, and we would have sex before this night was over. That kind of presumptuousness usually put me off, but from him, it was more arousing than anything Id ever heard.

  So we got the fuck out of there.


  


  CHAPTER 13


  We left, but we didnt leave together. Michael went first, and as soon as he was clear of the front door, I slipped behind the firstfloor bar and pulled Brenda aside in the back room.


  “You mind closing up tonight?” I asked.


  


  She looked up from pulling a box of margarita salt off a shelf.


  “I thought your shoulder was doing better today.”

  “It was.” I grimaced. “But…you know how it is.”

  She scowled. “You really need someone to look at that thing,


  Davis. Youre going to be a crippled old man before youre forty.” “Yeah, well see.” All I could think was that with any luck, I

  wouldnt be able to walk in the morning. Such was the plan

  anyway, which meant it was time to get the fuck out of here. With

  Brenda at the helm of Lights Out, I made a quick escape and just

  about busted my ass twice on the way down the back steps. In the time it took me to drive from the club to my house, I was

  sure Michael would change his mind. God knew how much nerve

  it had taken him to come down there tonight in the first place, and,

  at least in my experience, regret and hesitation usually came

  traipsing in shortly after that first orgasm subsided. Once the

  erection was gone, the mind was suddenly clear enough for doubts,

  and if those doubts showed up, then Jason would be rubbing one

  out in the shower tonight. Again.

  When I walked in the front door, Michael waited for me at the

  bottom of the stairs, and unless his eyes were lying, he hadnt

  changed his mind. Not at all.

  I crossed the floor, mouth watering and cock already

  hardening, but just before I reached him, Michael stopped me with

  a hand on his chest. My heart didnt even have time to react before

  he gestured up the stairs.

  “Up there,” he said, his voice low and quiet. “Once we get

  started, Im not stopping.”

  Without another word, we hurried upstairs.

  As soon as we made it to the end of the upstairs hallway, within

  reach of his bedroom door, Michael spun around and grabbed the

  front of my shirt. We kissed with all the frantic, uncoordinated

  hunger Id expected out on the rooftop earlier: breathless,

  desperate, no idea what to do with our hands except grab on, hold

  on,don’t let go, please, God, don’t let go.

  Just like I had in my office, I pinned him against the door,

  forcing his lips apart with my tongue. We gripped hair and clothes,

  pressing our hips together as we groaned into each others kisses. Michaels hand left my arm, and my heart beat faster when I

  heard his palm brushing the door behind him as he searched for the

  doorknob.

  I broke the kiss and touched my forehead to his. “Are you sure

  about this?” I asked, panting against his lips. “About—” “Yes,” he whispered. “God, Jason, please…”

  He opened the door, and we both nearly toppled to the floor. I

  wouldnt have cared if we had; he could fuck me wherever he

  wanted as long as he fucked me.

  But we stayed on our feet, the hardwood floors creaking and

  groaning beneath our stumbling, shuffling footsteps as we inched

  toward Michaels bed. My shirt landed beside us. His landed on

  top of it. Shoes thumped, then hissed across the floor as we kicked

  them out of the way. Belts jingled. Zippers zipped.

  I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of his jeans, and would

  have pushed them over his hips, but Michael hauled me down on

  to the bed on top of him. Christ, he was hard, and so was I, and I

  was halfway out of my damned mind. I pressed my hips against

  his, groaning as his erection met mine through our clothes and his

  hot skin pressed against my chest and abs. We ground together,

  breathed together, dragging fingers through hair and breath out of

  lungs, and I just couldnt get close enough to him.

  I dipped my head to kiss his neck, and Michael moaned softly. “I suppose now would be”—he sucked in a breath as I nipped

  his collarbone—“a good time to ask if youre a top or bottom.” “Either.” I kissed the spot where his neck met his shoulder,

  flicked my tongue across that spot Id been dying to taste, and

  started kissing my way toward his jaw. “You?”

  “Im—oh, God…” He dug his fingers into my arms. “Ive only

  been on top. So far.”

  Whoever’s up there listening right now? Thank you. Holy hell.

  Thank you so fucking much.


  I raised my head and kissed him. “Does that mean I wont have to twist your arm to fuck me?”

  “You might have to twist my arm to make me stop,” he growled. “I want you so bad, Jason.”

  I bit back a whimper. “Do you?”

  “God, yes.” He kissed me again. Our mouths separated just enough for him to add, “I want to fuck you,” and I shuddered.

  “Please do,” I murmured against his lips before sinking into another deep, desperate kiss.

  His hand slid up my arm, and when I raised my head again, uncertainty creasedhis forehead. “Your shoulder,” he murmured as his palm drifted over it, “I dont want…”

  “Dont worry about it,” I said. “Right now, I couldnt care less.” Id regret it in the morning, but to hell with it. I wanted him too much to give a damn about anything else. “Fuck, lets get out of these clothes before I go insane.”

  “Love that idea.”

  Another kiss was tempting, but then wed never pull apart long enough to get undressed, so I pushed myself up off him. We threw off the rest of our clothes, letting them fall haphazardly on the floor with everything wed already stripped off.

  As his jeans landed near mine, we stopped and stared at each other. Only an arms length or so divided us as we stood beside his bed, but we still paused for a moment, just looking each other up and down. Id seen his bare torso a hundred times, Id seen and tasted his cock, but the whole picture? Oh God. Nothing made a top more appealing than toned, powerful legs; men like that could fuck like nobodys business, and with a cock like that? Bring it the fuck on.

  Our eyes met. The lift of his eyebrows may have hinted at the nerves and inexperience that slowed him down earlier, but his dark eyes and ghost of a grin said nothing but “why arent we back in bed yet?”

  Didnt matter why, because we fixed that situation in a hurry. He was on top this time, pinning me down and kissing me hard, just the way I loved it. Fuck. Nervous and inexperienced or not, this man was aggressive.

  His lips left mine and descended on my neck, tracing a slow, warm path down to the hollow of my throat. I shivered as his chin gently abraded my skin, and I curled my fingers around his shoulders as he worked his way back up the other side of my neck.

  And back down again.

  And farther down.

  Farther, until my hands slipped off his shoulders and dropped to the bed beside me.

  His eyes flicked up and met mine in the same instant he kissed above my hipbone, and my fingers curled around the sheets.

  “I told you,” he murmured, pausing to drop another kiss dangerously close to my rock hard cock, “I wanted to return the favor.”

  With that, he went down on me, and my back lifted off the bed as my fingers grasped the sheets even tighter. He was cautious at first, steadying my cock with his hand as he ran his tongue along the underside, around the head, back down. When he put his lips around the head, I moaned softly, and he took me deeper into his mouth. Not deep-throating—didnt imagine he was ready for that—but holy shit, he did just fine like this.

  His hand slid up and down my side as he sucked my cock with insatiable enthusiasm. I closed my eyes, arching my back and letting myself get lost in everything he did. With the way he kissed, it shouldnt have surprised me he was this good with his mouth. But he said hed never done this before, so he shouldnt have known exactly how to do this, how to circle the head of my cock with his tongue or squeeze just right with his lips and his hand, but he did, oh, God, he did.

  Combing my fingers through his wavy hair, I dug my teeth into my lip and struggled to stay still, to keep from forcing my cock into his mouth like I desperately want to do. I wanted nothing more than to fuck his mouth, but he wasnt experienced—Jesus, you’d never know it from the way he sucks cock—so I held back. Tried to, anyway. My hips moved with no conscious effort on my part, lifting just slightly off the bed and keeping perfect time with Michael.

  All at once he stopped, and before I could protest, he pushed himself up on his arms and came up to kiss me.

  “I cant wait,” he said, panting between kisses. “I need to fuck you.”

  Even if my mouth hadnt been occupied just then, I wouldnt have been able to form any coherent words, so I just deepened the kiss and moaned an affirmative. A low growl emerged from Michaels throat, and he pressed his hard cock against mine. I didnt care how inexperienced he was, he knew exactly how to drive me insane, and I wanted more, more, more.

  He broke the kiss just long enough for me to whisper, “Michael, please…”

  Grinning, he came down and kissed me once more, briefly this time, before he lifted himself off me.

  “We need a condom.” I started to get up, but he stopped me with a hand on my arm.

  “Ill get it.” He kissed me lightly. Then he released my arm and leaned toward his bedside table. When he came back with a condom in his hand and a barely-used bottle of lube, some of his earlier uncertainty crept back into his expression.

  I sat up. “Hands and knees?”

  He gulped. “Can your shoulder handle that?”

  I cupped his face and kissed him lightly. “If it cant, we can always move. But I like it like that.”

  A smile flickered across his lips, and a second later, fully came to life. “Just tell me if you want to change positions.”

  “I will, dont worry.” I kissed him again, and then sat back while he put on the condom and lube. Once everything was in place, I moved on to my hands and knees.

  He knelt behind me, resting a hand on my hip. For a moment, I thought hed hesitate, that nerves and inexperience might hold him back, but then the mattress shifted slightly beneath us, and a second later, he pressed against my ass.

  Closing my eyes, I exhaled, willing myself to relax because I needed him as soon as—

  Ooh…

  He pushed in slowly, carefully.

  Oh God…

  Michael wasnt my first by a long shot, but I couldnt remember the last time a man took my breath away with that first long, penetrating stroke. My elbows shook beneath me. My spine threatened to collapse into tiny electrified bits. My eyes watered as he pushed deeper inside me, and I whimpered as he slid across my prostate.

  “Like that?” he asked.

  I nodded, rocking back against him, and he moved faster. His hands ran up and down my back as his hips picked up speed. I was right about his legs. Sweet Jesus, the man could thrust. Hard, deep, fast, exactly how sex was meant to be, and still I whispered, “Faster…fuck…oh, fuck, faster…”

  He gripped my hips and fucked me faster. A vague twinge in my shoulder threatened to ruin everything, but I shifted my weight on to my other arm and used my now free hand to reach down and stroke my cock. I held my breath and fought to keep from coming, but stroked myself anyway because the need to come was nearly unbearable, and I teetered on that fine line between holding back and giving in. The man whod walked shirtless up and down my hallways, driving me utterly insane with pure, raw lust, was inside me, holding on to me, fucking me, whispering and cursing, and I wasnt about to encourage this to be over a second sooner than it had to be.

  “Oh my God,” he moaned. “Oh God, Im gonna come…” His fingers dug in, but not enough to stop me from rocking harder against him, which only made my own orgasm that much more inevitable, and I stroked my cock faster and swore and trembled and finally released a helpless groan as I lost it, and seconds later, Michael forced himself as deep inside me as he could, shuddered, and came.

  And everything stopped. My heart pounded, my arms shook, but otherwise, we were still. The room was silent except for both of us trying to catch our breath and, after a moment, the whisper of Michaels hands sliding up and down my back, drawing lazy, gentle lines along either side of my spine.

  “I thought you said—” I paused, licking my lips. “I thought you said you didnt have much experience.”

  “I didnt say I was inexperienced with sex.” He leaned over me, his sweat-dampened chest warming my back. When he kissed my shoulder, I turned my head and he found my lips with his. “I said I didnt have a lot of experience with men.”

  “You say that,” I murmured. “Your cock-sucking skills say differently.”

  He laughed and kissed my shoulder again.

  After hed pulled out, we both stood on shaking legs, and once wed cleaned up, sank back into bed together.

  He closed his eyes, brushing a few droplets of sweat off his temple.

  “So the other night,” I said. “That really was your first time with a man? Ever?”

  Michael nodded slowly, and I thought his cheeks might have darkened.

  “Mind if I ask why?”

  “Why it took me so long to sleep with a man?” He turned toward me. “Or what made me do it now?”

  “Both, I guess.”

  Michael chewed his lip. After a long moment, he said, “This sounds incredibly stupid, but…hear me out.”

  I said nothing, just nodded.

  “Ive known for a long, long time I was attracted to men, but I didnt want to be, especially after spending so much time and energy convincing people I wasnt. Its only the last couple of years Ive started to accept it. And it wasnt…” He took a deep breath. “It wasnt until recently that Ive worked up the nerve to sleep with one.”

  “So why now?”

  His voice was soft now,bordering on inaudible. “I wanted to know for sure if I liked being with a man. I didnt want to…” He paused, his eyes losing focus for a second. He swallowed as he lifted his gaze to meet mine. “I needed to try it with someone else first.”

  “First?” I swallowed. “Before…what?”

  He met my eyes. “Before this.”

  My heart jumped.

  Michael moistened his lips, and his cheeks really did color this time. He rolled on to his back and looked up at the ceiling. “I was attracted to you from the start, and Id been telling myself over and over there were all these reasons we couldnt do this. But then after you came home that one morning, and I had a feeling youd been…” He shivered. “I dont know, my imagination got the best of me, and I just couldnt get you out of my mind. And it occurred to me, Id never actually been with a man. Even though Ive known for a long, long time that Im interested in men, how did I know I really liked sleeping with one?” His Adams apple jumped. “I didnt want to sleep with you, find out I reallydidn’t like it, and then have things be awkward between us. Since we have to, you know, live together.”

  “So you gave it a try with someone else first?”

  Without looking at me, he nodded.

  “Thats…” I shifted on to my side and propped myself up on my arm. “I think I can understand that.”

  “Really?” He finally turned toward me. “It sounded kind of ridiculous to me. In hindsight anyway.”

  “No, it actually makes perfect sense. If you werent sure, hell, why not?” I put a hand on his chest, idly running my fingertips through the thin, dark hair. “Im guessing you liked it? With him?”

  He laughed softly. “Yeah. I just didnt tell him I was thinking about you the entire time.”

  My fingers stopped. “You were?”

  “You were the whole reason I went looking for him in the first place.” His hand rested over the top of mine. “Of course I was thinking about you.”

  I swallowed hard. “I hope…the real thing wasnt a disappointment, then.”

  Michael smiled. Reaching for my face, he lifted his head off the pillow and moved in to kiss me. Just before our lips met, he whispered, “There was nothing disappointing about it.”


  


  CHAPTER 14


  I woke up to an arm draped over me and soft lips between my shoulder blades. Usually Michael was awake and out of bed long before I was, but here he was when the morning light drew me into consciousness.


  “I didnt fuck up your shoulder last night, did I?” he murmured against my neck.

  “Not at all,” I said. “It feels fine.”

  “Sure about that?” He slid his hand over my shoulder, and I instinctively ducked away from his touch.

  “Its fine,” I said again. “Just a little sore.” I started to roll over, and he lifted his arm until Id settled on to my back. Running my fingers through his disheveled hair, I said, “For the record, every body part is a little sore right now, so I dont think my shoulders any worse for the wear.”

  He grinned. “That makes two of us.”

  “Mission accomplished?”

  Leaning down to kiss me, he murmured, “Mm-hmm.”

  “Its worth a few aches and pains, methinks.”

  “Damn right it is.”

  Chuckling softly, I lifted my head to look at the clock. “Its almost nine. Since when do you sleep this late?”

  “Are you trying to throw me out of bed?”

  “Not at all.” I ran my hand up and down his arm. “But youre usually up and gone by this time.”

  He shrugged. “And I probably should be now. I have so many things I need to do today.” His hand drifted down my chest and under the covers. “But right now, I think most of that can go to hell.”

  “Is that right?”

  “Mm-hmm.” He teased my hardening cock with his fingertips. “I finally got you into bed. Im in absolutely no hurry to get you out of it.”

  “I do love the way you think,” I said, and pulled him down to kiss me.

  Over the next week and a half, I had less sleep than Id had in ages. I felt for Michael, since he had to drag himself out of bed and off to work at eight or nine, depending on when his first appointments were scheduled. At least I could sleep during the day before going into work.

  It was worth it, though. Spending an entire night in agony was one thing. Spending it letting Michael fuck me seven ways from Sunday? That was worth sacrificing some sleep. It was even worth the pain in my shoulder, especially since the cause of that pain was also the cure. Damn good thing Michael kept some of his tools of the trade at home.

  But if there was one thing Id learned the hard way over the last few years, it was that something this good was almost always—no, always—too good to be true. I should have known this wouldnt last.

  On Wednesday night, a week and a half after he came to the club, Michael came home with Dylan. The second our eyes met when he walked in the door, my heart sank. At first glance, I thought he was angry, that maybe Id done something wrong. As his expression sank in, though, from his creased forehead to his tightlips, I realized it wasnt anger. Apprehension had raised walls around him, and as Dylan went upstairs, leaving us alone in the entryway, Michael chewed his lip and looked anywhere but at me, taking us right back to that awkwardness on top of Lights Out.

  “Something wrong?” I asked.

  He glanced at me, but quickly shifted his gaze away. Then he started toward the kitchen and gestured for me to follow him. With my heart in my throat, I did.

  Michael rested his hip against the counter and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “I spent the whole drive over here from Dainas thinking about this. When it was just you and me in the house, it was no big deal, but…” He gestured at the stairs. “I dont know if I can do this.”

  “Why not?” I asked. “Do you…you dont think Id throw this in his face, do you?”

  “No, no, its not that. But…” He blew out a breath. “Fuck, I dont even know why its bothering me so much. But, we live together. With my kid. And youre my patient. And Im…” He closed his eyes as he ran a hand through his hair. “I dont know. I just dont feel right about it.”

  I chewed the inside of my cheek. I wanted to argue that we could work around every one of those things, but…could we?

  I took a breath. “So, we just go back to being roommates, then.”

  “I dont see what choice we have.”

  I bit back the obvious choice.

  “Dating someone is one thing,” he said. “Living together, with my kid in the house…”

  “That doesnt mean we have to do anything while hes here.”

  “Hes not stupid,” Michael said flatly. “We dont have to be all over each other for him to figure out somethings going on.”

  “Im not suggesting hes stupid,” I said. “But that doesnt mean—”

  “Jason, we reallyshouldnt do this.” Sighing, he sagged against the counter. “Im sorry. Its not that I dont want to take it any further, but…” He shook his head. “I have to think about my kid. And with us living together, that could really complicate things.”

  “Living together will also complicate things if we decide to back off.”

  “So are we obligated to keep it going?” he asked. “Because we live together?”

  “Not at all. Im just saying it would be complicated either way.” I hooked my thumbs in the pockets of my jeans. “We cant exactly go back and erase everything thats happened.”

  “No, I suppose we cant.” He rubbed his forehead and sighed. “The thing is, my kid doesnt even know Im gay. I barely knew myself until recently. How the hell do I explain any of that to a seven-yearold?”

  “Are you ashamed of it?”

  “What?” He shook his head. “No, of course not. I…” Lowering his gaze, he released a breath. “I mean, Im not sure. I really dont know how I feel about it. About…any of it.”

  I didnt respond. I didnt know how.

  Keeping his voice so low I could barely hear him, Michael went on, “It goes beyond telling him Im gay. Just dating at all is fucking complicated these days. I spend half the time worrying less about the relationship itself and more about how itll affect my kid, which pretty much sabotages things, and…” He trailed off. “I probably make things more complicated than I should, but there it is.”

  “And I probably empathize with Dylan more than you think,” I said. “My parents are divorced and both remarried while I was a kid.”

  He shifted a little, eyebrows up. “And was it difficult for you?”

  I shrugged. “Of course it was. But it wasnt the end of the world.”

  “And how would it have been if one of your parents was gay?”

  “I dont know. Maybe it would have made a difference, maybe it wouldnt have. But I did want my parents to be happy.”

  Michael sighed. “Which Dylan definitely wants. I think its been harder on him than me when Ive split with people.” He paused. “The last time I broke up with someone, it was completely amicable, and honestly, I think that made it even harder on Dylan than if hed heard us fighting, or wed been cold toward each other with him around.”

  I cocked my head. “How so?”

  “It confused the hell out of him. I mean, wed kept all of our arguments out of his sight. And, like I said, it was amicable. We told Dylan we werent getting along and needed to go our separate ways, but to a five-yearold, that didnt make any sense. Hed never seen us not getting along, so as far as he could see, things were fine.”

  Michael sighed. “His mother and I have always been on friendly terms too, and weve been apart as long as he can remember. So he doesnt know how to deal with relationships. His mom and dad have never been together. His dads only girlfriends have left with, as far as Dylans concerned, no warning. Thats why hes never been able to bond with his stepfather. Hes scared to death that any day now hes going to come home and Lee will be gone.”

  Closing his eyes, he scrubbed a hand over his face and swore under his breath. “The fact that you and I are living together just makes it that much more complicated. For Dylan and for me.”

  “And me.”

  “And you,” he said with a subtle nod. “Look, I know Im probably making more out of this than I should, but…Im sorry.” He avoided my eyes and, with a decisive backward step, widened the gap between us. “Im not ready for this. Not right now.”

  I swallowed, but didnt say anything. What could I say? I should have known this wouldnt be as simple as falling into bed a few times and everything being perfect from there on out.

  “I should…” He cleared his throat. “I promised Dylan Id take him out to eat tonight, so, I think he and I are going to get going. Ill, um, be back in a few hours.”

  I just nodded.

  He went upstairs. Moments later, he returned with Dylan, and the two of them disappeared out the front door.

  As soon as they were gone, I let out my breath. How could I argue with a man who wanted to protect his kid? I remembered all too well what it was like when my divorced parents started dating other people, and I lost enough sleep these days without compounding it by being the reason a little boy was worried, confused, or upset.

  But now what the hell did I do? This didnt change how I felt about Michael. It didnt change the fact that I was more attracted to him than I could ever remember being attracted to any man, especially now that wed had the kind of sex Id craved forever. Or the fact that since hed moved in, my cash flow had been so, so much better. Or that since hed started treating me, my shoulder hurt less than it had in ages.

  But our professional and housing arrangements complicated the sex. And the sex complicated our relationship as roommates and as doctor and patient. I needed the acupuncture. We both needed the house. Two needs trumped one want, so the only thing we could cut was the sex.

  No matter how good it was, or how much I wanted him.

  Absently rubbing my shoulder to keep pain from creeping in, I whispered a string of profanity.

  Just once in my life, couldnt something be simple?

  And for the first time, I regretted having Michael move in.


  


  CHAPTER 15


  By all appearances, Michael adapted back to platonic roommates without missing a beat. We passed in the halls. Played video games—nonviolent when Dylan was with us, violent as all hell when Seth was there or it was just us—together. Took turns with various tasks in the house and the yard. Talked in the kitchen, the living room, out on the deck like nothing had ever happened.


  But all the while the walls closed in. Inch by inch, day by day, the house shrank. The halls narrowed. The distance between his bedroom door and mine shortened, and in spite of the decreasing space, the echo of every creak, every step, every movement was amplified. No matter where Michael was in the house, I was hyperaware of him.


  If I was this hyperaware of him, then for all I knew, it went both ways. I needed to relieve some tension, but I was equally afraid of Michael overhearing me. Two single men living together, there was bound to be some jerking off once in a while, but the thought of him hearing me made it impossible to relax. He knew I was this attracted to him, so hed catch on that he was probably the one on my mind. Assuming he hadnt already figured that out. Either way, I couldnt relax enough to further relax myself with some quiet, desperately needed masturbation.


  A nd then there was the issue of my shoulder. Naturally, Id just reached the point where I could somewhat comfortably afford my appointments. I could pay Michael without cutting into my food budget or visiting Els pawn shop. Effective treatment was available and accessible for the first time since Id fucked up my shoulder, but nothing aggravated the muscles like stress, and even the acupuncture wasnt helping now. In fact, it only made things worse. Or, rather, the acupuncture helped, but the acupuncturist countered every bit of help his treatments offered. Alone in a dark room? With my shirt off and Michaels hands on me? What wasnt to wind me up, stress me out, and turn my shoulder into a bright red beacon of holy fuck that hurts.


  So I called and canceled my next two appointments.


  “Do you want to reschedule?” Nathan had asked. “I can schedule as far out as the end of July if that helps.”

  “Not right now,” Id said. “But thanks.”

  Three days after my second canceled appointment would have happened, Michael came into the kitchen while I poured my morning coffee at quarter to noon.

  He folded his arms loosely across his bare chest and leaned against the kitchen doorway. “Hey.”

  “Hey.” I made myself focus on pouring my coffee. Something other than looking at him. Especially while he was standing there being all half-naked and goddamned attractive.

  “Hows your shoulder?”

  I resisted the urge to roll it to prove I could move just fine. Especially since I couldnt move just fine. Without looking at him, I said, “Its fine.”

  “You know I can see it from here, right?” he said. “The muscles tense. Youre favoring it badly. Youre holding your arm against—”

  “What do you wantme to say?” I snapped, turning to face him.

  He jumped, his arms loosening across his chest and his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “Jason, I want to help you. Youre obviously in—”

  “Yes, Im in pain.” I leaned against the counter and gripped its edge. “It hurts like hell, all right?”

  Michael exhaled. “Then why not let me help you with it? If its a money issue, we—”

  “Its not the money,” I said. “I just…cant do it.”

  He cocked his head. “But, youre in pain.”

  “Thank you, I hadnt noticed,” I muttered.

  His eyes narrowed slightly. “Jason, Im trying to help you. If theres something I can do, then say so, and I will.”

  I stared at the floor, silently debating letting him treat me, or telling him why I couldnt let him touch me.

  “Jason?”

  I swallowed. “Honestly?” I took a breath and mustered every bit of willpower I had to look him in the eye. “Having you treat me is just making it worse.”

  His eyes widened. “It is? I thought you said it was helping.”

  “It is. Well, was. The acupuncture helps, but….” You drive me insane. When you touch me I want to touch you. Just standing here talking to you like this is making the muscle spasms worse because I’m going out of my ever-loving mind.

  He pushed himself off the door frame and took a step toward me, but stopped when I drew back. He backed off a little, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Is this about what happened between us?”

  “Of course it is,” I whispered. “When you work on me, it helps, but then I get so goddamned wound up from having your hands on me…” I made a sharp, frustrated gesture and avoided his eyes. “It pretty much cancels out whatever the needles have done.”

  “I didnt realize this was bothering you that much.”

  “It is.” I lifted my gaze and met his eyes for a fleeting second. “So, yes, my shoulder hurts. But going to the clinic or having you treat me here, it just isnt helping. I mean, its bad enough wanting you like this when you dont want—”

  “I never said I didnt want you.”

  A shiver ran down my spine. “Then why…”

  Michael came closer, shrinking the space between us to less than an arms length, and when I drew back, my shoulder blades met the wall.

  “Its been killing me,” he said, his voice unsteady, and for some reason I was surprised he didnt reach for me. “If you think this has been easy for me, think again.”

  I closed my eyes and released a frustrated breath.

  “Jason,” he said, “I want you so bad, but this is…”

  “If avoiding it is driving us both crazy like this,” I said, “maybe its not as wrong as you think it is.”

  “Im not saying its wrong,” he said. “Ive never said it was wrong.”

  “If we didnt live together with your son, and you had never been my acupuncturist…” I moistened my lips. “Would we?”

  “In a heartbeat,” he breathed, and this time he did reach for me. The gentle pressure of his hand on my waist pushed the air out of my lungs. “If those factors werent in place, God only knows what wed have done by now.”

  Goose bumps rose along my arm as I reached for his. “But those factors are in place.”

  “Yes.” He wrapped his arms around me. “They are.”

  I traced the edge of his jaw with the backs of my fingers. “Which means we cant.”

  Michael nodded.

  I couldnt make myself pull my hand back. I could barely make myself form the words, “Then why are we doing this?”

  “I dont know.” His voice shook, and he touched his forehead to mine. “All I know is, I want you now.”

  “What do we do about tomorrow?”

  He swallowed, pulling back and looking me in the eye. “Well… figure that out when we get there. Right now, I just cant think about anything else.”

  I knew it was a bad idea. I knew Id regret it. I knew Id be kicking myself as soon as it was over because one more night would only make it that much harder to get him out of my mind.

  But I kissed him anyway.

  We stumbled. Holding on to each other, breathing in rapid unison, we nearly tripped over each others feet before I found the counter and pushed Michael up against it. Now that we had gravity and support taken care of, the kiss deepened and intensified, his thickening erection pressing against mine and weakening my knees.

  His hands slid under my shirt and across my skin. The heat of his touch made me shiver, and I arched my back, which pushed my body closer to his. I reached up to run my fingers through his hair, and that simple, easy movement ignited a twinge in my shoulder.

  A twinge that drew my attention away from his kiss and to the pain that had sparked this whole conversation. The pain that needed the acupuncture I couldnt bring myself to get because I couldnt deal with Michael touching me because he wouldnt touch me any other way. Except now. This time. This one time.

  And after this, what?

  Nothing had changed. The reasons he balked at this still existed, which meant once the dust settled and the orgasms had peaked and fallen, wed be back to where we were at the beginning of our conversation.

  I broke the kiss and pulled back. “Wait. Stop.” I gently freed myself from his embrace and sidestepped out from between him and the counter. “I cant do this.”

  He stared at me, hands still hovering in midair between us, and I couldnt tell if he didnt believe me, or if he wasnt sure hed heard me right.

  “Im sorry. I…I cant.” I took a step back, putting up my hands to keep him from closing the distance Id created. “I know you want to protect Dylan. I know youre concerned about the whole doctorpatient thing. And I get it. We cant have a relationship. One thats a hundred percent sexual or…or isnt. We cant. I get it.” Hands still up, I took another step away. “But I cant have you for one night, and then pretend I dont want you every night after that.”

  Before he could give me a reason to stay, I turned and walked out of the kitchen.

  * * *


  Things only got worse. One step forward, ten steps back. We gave in one damned time and crossed a line, and the second we separated, we were farther apart. The houses walls closed in tighter and tighter the more Michael and I tried to avoid each other.


  Every minute in that house threatened to kill me, so whenever I had the chance, I got the hell out of there. I spent hours at the club. Hung out with Seth whenever I could. Anything and everything that didnt put Michael and me in each others crosshairs.


  Tonight, when I left, I didnt have a conscious destination in mind, but when I got there, I wasnt surprised. After all, in spite of my hurry to vacate the house, Id taken the time to grab a shower, make myself presentable, and double check my reflection in the rearview before Id pulled out of the driveway. I had on a little bit of cologne, and my lucky silver chain rested across my collarbones. Where else could I have had in mind except here?


  I locked my car and wal ked into Jacks.

  The guys were hot, just like they always were, and more than a few had stripped down enough to show off the beginnings of their bronze pre-summer tans. Tight leather, tight denim, tight shirts. Grins and winks, suggestive looks, pickup lines—his next drink is on me. Summer wasnt quite upon us, but it was sure as hell hunting season in here tonight.

  Now that I was here, perusing the faces and butts to see if anyone looked attractively distracting or distractingly attractive, it occurred to me that this might not be the best approach to getting Michael off my mind. It was one thing to use sex to ignore my financial issues or whatever other drama had parked itself in my reality. It was an entirely different one to use sex I sort of wanted as a diversion from sex I really wanted. Kind of like killing a craving for expensive wine with that boxed crap they sell at the grocery store. It sort of scratches the itch, but really just makes you hyperaware of what youre not getting.

  It worked once, though. Well, sort of. I couldnt say Id gotten Michael out of my mind that night, but at least Id gotten laid. An orgasm was nothing if not a momentary distraction. A very momentary distraction. At this point, Id take what I could get, so I kept looking.

  Icouldnt even tell the attractive men from the unattractive ones. They all blended together, everything from the superhighlighted hair to the flashy shirts to the skintight pants, blurred into one colorless, featureless scene devoid of what I was really looking for. There were no forty-somethings, no cowboy wannabes, no twinks, no my type or Seths type. Just a gray sea of drinking, undulating, dart-throwing not Michael.

  Sighing, I turned back toward the bar. Who the hell was I kidding? Whether Michael returned the sentiment or not, I wanted him, and not in the same way I could make myself want any man in here. This wasnt a night when just any warm body would take the edge off. It was Michael, or no one.

  No one it is.

  I pushed away my barely-touched drink, dropped a five next to it for the bartender, and left, but I didnt go straight home. With the window down and the radio blasting, I drove around town. To the Light District. Up north by Tucker U. Down to the south end by East Centennial State University. East Cent, as it was called. I went by a few clubs that looked promising, if only for an evening of some smooth jazz and cold beer.

  No, too restless. Too wound up. Jazz could usually relax me— and there was plenty of it in this town—but tonight, I was sure it would just remind me of how much Icouldn’t relax.

  I had to go home eventually, so around ten thirty, I gave up trying to find a reason not to.

  Michaels car was in the driveway. His bedroom light was on, which meant he was awake but presumably alone. Hopefully with headphones on, and his door shut, and completely oblivious to my return. Unless of course hed changed his mind and was waiting for me with condoms and lube. In that case, by all means, I hoped he was well aware that Id come home.

  As I quietly climbed the stairs, I didnt hear a sound besides my own footsteps. If not for the strips of light above and below his bedroom door, I wouldnt have thought anyone was here at all.

  I closed my own bedroom door behind me. Lying back on my bed with my hands behind my head, I gave in to all the fantasies that had been bouncing around in my head all night. Hell, all week. Ever since I met him, if I was honest with myself, and doubly so since Id touched him.

  Closing my eyes, I suppressed a groan as my cock hardened in my jeans. I reached for my zipper, but that simple motion brought a faint, nearly inaudible creak out of the bed frame, and I froze. I was sure that creak echoed loud and clear into Michaels room, painting a picture in his head of me lying here staring at the ceiling, hard-on and all. And if I moved, if I did anything to relieve this tension, hed see it, hed know it, and hed know why.

  And on the eighth day, God created the shower so men like me could jerk off without detection.

  I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got up.

  In the bathroom, I turned on the water, out of habit setting the temperature as high as I could bear it. It stung my skin when I stood under it, and I instinctively turned so the falling water pounded my shoulder.

  My shoulder ached, but that paled in comparison to the other ache that needed to be relieved before I could even think of doing anything else, so I ignored my shoulder, braced myself against the wall with my left hand, and stroked my cock with my right.

  Id had just enough of Michael to know what he sounded like, looked like, tasted like when he was as turned on as I was now. Id memorized every moan, every growl, the way his expression bordered on one of pain whenever he was close to letting go. My hand mirrored his strokes, squeezing and releasing wherever he would have if hed been in this shower with me as my mind filled in everything he did that turned me on. Kissing me with a mixture of boldness and uncertainty. The helpless moans and throaty growls when he fucked me. Hands and mouth that couldnt have been as inexperienced as they were.

  God, Michael, I want you so, so bad…

  My eyes rolled back, my knees buckled, and semen mixed with hot water in my hand. I released my breath and focused on holding myself upright. Don’t collapse. Don’t collapse. No bruised kneecaps on top of everything else. Stay up.

  Eventually, my legs stopped shaking. My vision cleared. I caught my breath and regained my balance. Hot water still rushed over my skin. My shoulder still ached.

  And Michael was still in the other room. And I was still in here. Sure I had the aftershocks of an orgasm tingling at the base of my spine, but it wasnt enough.

  It wasnt nearly enough.


  


  CHAPTER 16


  I finished going over the clubs books around t hree in the afternoon. Earlier, Id killed some time—anything to avoid the books—auditing the bartenders nightly inventory. Now there wasnt a whole lot to do except lock the place up and go home.


  Which was certainly appealing, except for the minor detail that Michael would also be closing up and heading home soon. This was Dainas custody week, so it would just be Michael and me. At least having Dylan there gave us an excuse not to let on that there had ever been anything between us. When it was just the two of us, the whole goddamned place felt like a sexual powder keg.


  I needed a beer. Beer solved everything.


  


  Well, okay, it didnt solve anything, but spending the late afternoon sitting in the sun with a cold beer was decidedly more appealing than going home and climbing the walls.


  


  Before I left my office, I pulled out my phone and sent Seth a text.


  


  I’m heading over to the Mountainview Pub. Want to grab a beer?


  


  A few minutes later, as I was locking the back door, he replied.


  


  Fuck yeah. Got a walk-in, will be there in 1 hr.


  At least Id have some company so I wouldnt wallow in my own thoughts.

  One beer and about ninety minutes later, the ever-punctual Seth dropped into the empty chair opposite me.

  I made a dramatic gesture of looking at my watch. “What happened to an hour?”

  He groaned. “Oh my God. It was—” He paused to flag down the waiter, then faced me again. “Twenty minute butterfly on the ankle turned into an hour long ordeal.”

  “Seriously?”

  He nodded. “Her boyfriend kept telling her it would hurt, but she insisted that was where she wanted it. And she wasnt afraid of a little pain. So it was about five minutes of tattooing, ten minutes of giving her a chance to catch her breath, five minutes of tattooing, and so on.”

  The waiter appeared beside us. Seth ordered one of the local microbrews, one even I hadnt heard of. Once we were alone again, he said, “I suggested she let me finish the outline today, and then come back later for the shading. No way, she wanted it done today, because this was the last time she was getting inked.”

  “Now, now, Seth,” I said. “Since when are you so unsympathetic with your clients?”

  “Since she was keeping me from my beer!”

  I laughed. “Okay, fair enough.”

  Seth chuckled. “All right, so she wasnt that bad, but, yes, I was getting a little impatient, because today was a „gimme a damn beer day.”

  “I know that feeling,” I muttered into my beer bottle.

  Seths drink arrived a moment later, and after hed taken a drink, he said, “So has Michael done anything for you?”

  It was only by the grace of God I didnt wind up with a mouthful of beer in my sinuses. Coughing and sputtering, I stared at Seth. “I…what?”

  “For your shoulder.” He lowered his chin and smirked. “Whatd you think I meant? His blow job skills?”

  “Right, something like that.” I laughed, hoping Seth didnt see any incriminating color in my face. “But to answer your question, yeah, hes been helping a lot. The mans a miracle worker.”

  “Preaching to the choir.”

  Of course, Michael hadnt done anything to or for my shoulder in a while. Every treatment he gave me was a miracle and a half, but it didnt do much good when his presence and his touch created tension. Tension that resulted in more muscle spasms.

  Maybe I needed a new acupuncturist. All the treatment without the unrequited lust. Or a new roommate. That would probably help matters.

  “Jason?” Seth waved a hand in front of my face. “You all right?”

  “Yeah.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Just…relationship bullshit, I guess.”

  “What? Ex giving you grief again or something?”

  I shook my head. “No, I havent heard from him in ages.” Scowling, I added, “I think hes pretty happy with his sugar daddy.”

  “Fucker. I swear, he comes back to Tucker Springs, Im going to pin him down and tattoo „douchewaffle across his forehead.”

  I snickered. “Ill hold him down for you.”

  “Deal.” He took a drink, then set the bottle down, but didnt let go of it. “So whats going on?”

  “Nothing a couple more beers wont cure,” I said flatly.

  “Uh-huh.” He adopted his famously ridiculous German accent. “Ze doctor is in. Tell me allabout it.”

  I blew out a breath, then pressed my beer bottle against my forehead. “Lets just say I am losing my mindin that house.”

  “Really?” His own beer tapped quietly on the table as he put it down. “I figured Michael would be easy to live with. And his kids only there half the time.”

  “Oh, he is. They are.” I lowered the bottle. “Dylans fine. Its Michael.”

  Seth furrowed his brow. “What? You two dont get along?”

  “Oh, we do.” I shook my head, staring at the table between us. “We definitely do.”

  “Then…?”

  “You know how when youve got a thing for someone, and—”

  “Ooh.” He grinned. “Trying to live with Michael has got to be, um, hard. He is definitely something to look at.”

  “Yeah. About that.” I picked up my beer again and, just before I took a drink, muttered, “Shouldve just stuck to looking.”

  Confusion deepened the crevices between Seths eyebrows. “I dont…” Then he blinked. “Wait, what?”

  And my heart dropped. The bottle in my hand almost did too. “Oh, fuck.”

  “You…and Michael…” Seths eyes slowly widened. “Are you telling me Michaels gay?”

  “But, I mean, my son doesn’t know. And neither does Seth.”

  I barely set the bottle down before I dropped it, and I let my face fall into my hand. “Shit. I am so sorry, Seth. I…wasnt even thinking.”

  “I’m sure I don’t have to ask, but you’ll be…discreet?”

  Michael was going to kill me. Rightfully so too. Fuck, how could I be so stupid?

  Seths chair creaked, and when I looked up, hed leaned back and turned his gaze away, staring at the ground with unfocused eyes. Disbelief had etched itself unto the crevices between his eyebrows and the way his lips parted. If there was any man walking this planet who could understand why someone might not want to come out to even a close friend, it was Seth, but he was definitely stunned and quite possibly hurt. And why shouldnt he be? This wasnt something he should have heard from me, especially after Michael had specifically said he didnt want Seth to know.

  Fuck…

  “Im so sorry,” I said again.

  Waving a hand, Seth shook his head. “Its not your fault. And Im not, I mean, Im not angry. Just a little blown away, I guess.” More to himself, he murmured, “I cant believe he never told me.”

  “Christ,” I whispered. “Michaels going to be pissed.”

  “Look, the cats already out of the bag,” Seth said. “I swear on my life I wont say a word to Michael about it. But, I mean, whats going on?” He leaned a little closer, tilting his head. “You guys have a thing going or something?”

  “Kind of,” I said, shame twisting in my gut. “We started, then we stopped, then we…” I shook my head. “Fuck, I dont even know.”

  Seth thumbed his chin. “Have you guys talked?”

  “Repeatedly.”

  He said nothing for a moment, then shook his head. “I dont know what to tell you. I cant imagine living together makes it any easier.”

  “No,” I said. “Not at all.”

  “Well,” he said, his tone quiet and with a distinct lack of enthusiasm, “good luck.”

  “Thanks.”

  His lack of advice did nothing for the guilt in my stomach. Seth could usually offer advice like no one else; for a single man, he was wise in the ways of love and lust. But not this time.

  We shifted the subject to more comfortable topics, but Seth didnt relax. Whenever there was a pause, his expression turned distant, and whenever he laughed, there was a note of discomfort. I couldnt decide if he was angry, hurt, or just trying to absorb the information, and I didnt ask. Call me a coward, but I was afraid to hear how badly Id fucked this up on top of everything else. Especially with my gut wrapped up in guilty knots because I had completely betrayed Michaels confidence.

  After Seth had finished his second beer, he had to get back to the shop to wrap up a few things before calling it a night. I paid for his drinks, we shook hands, and he left.

  As he walked away, I put my elbow on the table and rested my forehead in my hand. A sick, guilty feeling twisted beneath my ribs. Yeah, this would simplify matters.

  Michael, I really want to sleep with you again, and by the way? I just outed you to your best friend. My bad. So, got any condoms handy?

  God. I couldnt believe Id done this. I didnt even know how to explain it to him without sounding like an inconsiderate jackass, especially since thats exactly what I felt like just then. Id seen an opportunity to talk to someone who might understand, to maybe get some advice and straighten out all this shit in my head, and completely blew Michaels trust in the process. Fuck my life.

  How I was going to atone for that, I didnt know. What I did know was that for the sake of both his sanity and mine, something somewhere was going to have to give. I wouldnt give him an ultimatum, of course. If he wasnt comfortable with this, or he didnt want to pursue it, fine.

  But I couldnt keep living with him now that wed been there, stopped that.


  


  CHAPTER 17


  Fuck. Not tonight. Please, please, not tonight.

  I stared at the ceiling in the darkness as I reached up to rub my shoulder. I had no idea what time it was, and the tightness in my neck dared me to turn my head to look at the clock. Probably one or two in the morning, since I doubted Id been asleep long.

  Closing my eyes, I took slow, deep breaths and rubbed my shoulder gingerly. The pain was deep, like someone had shoved a knife behind my collarbone and down into my ribcage. Even breathing hurt. The tautness inching down my back, up my neck, and along my arm was painless for now, but it would catch up sooner or later.

  Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

  The empty shower called to me from the master bathroom. So did the pain pills downstairs in the drawer beside the refrigerator where I kept quick, simple food so I could take those pills in the dead of night. Every corner in the house beckoned, promising that euphoric relief that only sufferers of chronic pain could understand.

  But if I moved, if I made a sound, there was that risk of waking Michael up. And hed find me, and hed insist on treating me, and I wouldnt be able to turn him down because I knew it would help.

  I kneaded my neck and shoulder until my hand ached, but it didnt do a damned bit of good. Branches of bright, sharp-edged red fanned out from the first spasm, coiling around my spine, crawling up my neck, creeping toward my other shoulder. Nausea made my mouth water, and I clenched my jaw.

  I didnt move. I didnt go get a shower. No pills, no seeking that irrational momentary release from digging my shoulder into a sharp corner.

  Id regret it in a few hours, but I just couldnt face Michael.

  Not tonight.

  But if willing away the pain had ever worked, I never would have met Michael in the first place, which may or may not have been a good thing. These days, I didnt know. Hed alleviated both my physical and financial pain, but had me lying awake at night for very different reasons, and those reasons were out of his hands and mine. I wanted this. He wanted this. If he didnt, it wouldnt be so goddamned hard for us to stay away from each other, and not just because we kept passing in the halls.

  And now here I was. There he was, at the other end of the house, probably sound asleep behind his closed door across the hall from his son.

  “If it’s that bad again,” hed said, “don’t hesitate to wake me up.”

  “I appreciate the offer, but I doubt I’d ever actually pester you in the middle of the night unless the house was on fire.”

  “Well, the offer’s open. Better that than spending the night bruising the hell out of yourself with a sharp corner.”

  The offer was there.

  And I was in pain.

  But I didnt wake him up.

  I was still awake when Michael left for work around seven thirty. Now that he was gone, it was safe to put a little more effort into getting rid of this pain than just wishing it would vacate my muscles.

  Drugs. Hot shower. Hot pack. Sitting up. Lying down. More drugs. Another shower. Reheated hot pack. The corner didnt even help; it just made the pain worse without that blissful moment of short-lived relief.

  And the stress didnt help at all. Michael would come home, and hed know. I wouldnt be able to move enough to go to the club. I couldnt do my job. I couldnt live with my roommate. I couldnt fucking breathe because of the pain, and the stress, and the… Jesus, every goddamned thing in my life.

  “Fuck,” I muttered, pressing the lukewarm hot pack against my shoulder. This wasnt good. And if Michael came home, there was no hiding this. No getting it past him. If he caught on, hed ask why I was tense, and Id either have to slip a bullshit excuse by him or fess up, and that wasnt happening. I just needed to lay low between the time he came home and the time I had to leave for the club, which was doable. I hoped.

  I had just finished with my hundredth hot pack since this morning and was nearing the end of the effective zone for my third painkiller when he came home from work. Hed have read me like a book if he saw me, so I made a quick escape to my bedroom before he came in from his car.

  By nine thirty, I was getting stir crazy. That, and I needed to get to the club before my employees destroyed the place.

  The house had been dead silent for a good hour now. Dylan had gone to bed a little whileago, and Michael hadnt made a sound. I waited as long as I could, making sure they were both settled in for the night or at least out of sight long enough for me to make a quick escape to get to work, and then I left my bedroom.

  Stepping carefully and quietly, I went downstairs. A lamp still glowed in the living room, but otherwise, this part of the house was dark. I flicked on the kitchen light, and damn near jumped out of my skin, which sent pain shooting up my neck and down my arm.

  “Michael.” I exhaled. “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me.”

  Arms folded across his chest, he eyed me from across the kitchen. “Youre in pain, arent you?”

  I gritted my teeth. “Im fine.”

  “Youve been dead quiet all evening.” He nodded toward the counter. “And you had a three hot packs out with the fourth and fifth missing.”

  I should have known I couldnt hide anything from him.

  Avoiding his eyes, I said, “My shoulders sore. Dont worry about it.”

  “Is that—” He paused. “Holy fuck, Jason. Youre a wreck, arent you?”

  I resisted the urge to rub my neck. “Im fine.”

  “Bullshit you are. I can see it from here.” He lowered his chin, eyeing me in that way that told me I wasnt getting away with it. “The only time you keep your arm that protectively against your side is when youre hurting.” He furrowed his brow, shifting his gaze toward my shoulder like it might offer any explanation I tried to withhold. “Did you aggravate it somehow?”

  Besides stressing myself out? Over physical activity I wish I could be doing but can’t?

  I clearedmy throat. “Define aggravating it.”

  I thought he might give me hell for doing something I shouldnt have when I damn well knew better, but he just chuckled and shook his head.

  “And I thought I was stubborn,” he said. “All right, what did you do?”

  Grinningsheepishly, I said, “Helped unload a shipment of booze at the club.”

  Michael rolled his eyes. “Really?”

  I nodded. Okay, so maybe it wasnt entirely true. He didnt need to know Id been restless and agitated last night, and had taken it upon myself to rearrange the back room at Lights Out. Which meant moving about as many cases of booze as unloading a shipment would have, and at least that excuse didnt raise any questions beyond “what the fuck were you thinking, idiot?”

  “How bad is it?” he asked.

  I swallowed. “Its…pretty bad.”

  He pointed sharply at the living room. “You know the drill. Ill go get my stuff.”

  I planted my feet. “I appreciate it, Michael, I really do, but I haveto get to work.” And I can’t do this. Not now.

  “You have a shift manager?”

  “Well, sort of. The bartenders whove been there a while are unofficial supervisors.”

  “Call in sick.” His expression hardened. “Doctors orders.” “I seem to recall I cancelled my appointments, so thats—” “You want to be in pain all night again?”

  I raised an eyebrow. “Again?”

  He inclined his head. “You dont think I know you were up all night last night?”

  Swallowing hard, I looked away and shifted my weight. “Sorry if I kept you awake.”

  “Dont worry about it,” he said, his tone gentle. “But dont be a martyr when we both know I can help you.”

  Closing my eyes, I released a long breath through my nose. Damn my shoulder. It was to the point the pain was worse than the awkwardness, and even letting him touch me wouldnt tense me up enough to counter the relief the acupuncture would give me.

  Desperate times, desperate measures.

  I took out my phone and speed-dialed the club.

  “Lights Out, Brenda speaking.”

  “Brenda, its Jason.”

  “Oh, hey, boss. Whats up?”

  I glanced at Michael and cleared my throat. “Listen, would you mind locking up for me tonight and keeping everyone in line? I need to—”

  “Dont worry about it,” she said. “Need a night off?”

  “I…well, Im—”

  “Ive got it,” she said. “Dont worry about it.”

  I exhaled. “All right. Ill see you tomorrow night, then.”

  “Gnight, boss. Hope you feel better.”

  “Thanks.” It wasnt until after Id hung up that I realized I hadnt told her why I wasnt coming in. Even my damn employees knew when I was in too much pain to function. Probably because that was the only reason I ever called out.

  No, my shoulder wasnt running my life. Not at all. To Michael, I said, “All right. Im off the hook for the night.”

  “Good.” He nodded sharply toward the living room. “Shirt off, shoes off, on the couch. Ill go get my stuff.”

  I took off my shoes and, with some effort, my shirt. Then I lay on the couch on my stomach, folding my arms and resting my head on them, and Michael came back with his stuff.

  I shivered when his hand made contact with my skin, but he didnt seem to notice. He didnt react, anyway. No, he was one hundred percent professional tonight. Dr. Whitman, not Michael. How he could switch back and forth, acting like we had never been anything except doctor and patient, Id never understand. We lived together, we were friends, wed fucked.

  But apparently Dr. Whitman had never slept with me.

  He tapped the needle into my skin.

  I jumped, sucking in a breath. They usually didnt hurt, but this one stung. “Fuck…”

  “Sorry. Is it getting better?”

  The initial sting was intense, as was the ache that followed, but it eased after a moment. “Yeah, its getting better.” I released a long breath.

  “Good.” He lined up another needle near my neck. “Why didnt you wake me up last night?” He tapped it into place. “No sense being miserable the entire day if you dont have to be.”

  “You had to work today. I couldnt do that to you.”

  “But if youre in this much pain,” he said, “my God, I cant let you just suffer like this.”

  I said nothing and just let him put the needles in. Some of them hurt, some didnt. Crazy as it was, I didnt mind the sting; at least it gave me something to think about besides his fingers on my skin. Beggars couldnt be choosers here.

  Once the needles were in place, Michael left me to relax for a while. In a masochistic, pride-driven kind of way, I hoped the pain wouldnt decrease. I didnt want him to be right, and for this to be the solution since it was also the cause.

  But in spite of my stubborn thoughts, the muscles gradually relaxed. They ached, almost burning in some places, but the bright red claws slowly loosened their grip. By the time he came back, my shoulder was bearably uncomfortable and my neck wasnt full of steel cables anymore.

  “Go ahead and sit up,” he said.

  “Uh, what about the needles?”

  “Theyll stay in for a few more minutes. Im going to try something a little different this time.”

  “Waterboarding to go with the car battery?” I started to sit up, pausing when the room listed beneath me.

  “Only if this doesnt work,” he said, steadying me with a hand on my arm. Once Id found my equilibrium, he sat beside me and reached for something on the coffee table. “Besides, I dont have the car battery here, so youre stuck with this.”

  In one hand, he had a lighter. In the other, what looked suspiciously like a very large blunt: thin white paper wrapped around some herbs, twisted on one end, but about seven or eight inches long. Had it actually been a blunt—I assumed it wasnt, but what did I know?—it would have made every college kid in town weep with envy.

  “Im not going to touch your skin with it.” He flicked the lighter and held it to the open end. “Youll feel some heat, but I wont burn you.”

  “Thats good to—” I sniffed the air. “Is that what I think it is?”

  Michael laughed as he set the lighter on the coffee table with a quiet click. “No, its not marijuana.”

  “You sure about that?”

  “Yes, Im sure about that. And youre not the first to think it, I assure you.”

  “Does it have any of the same effects?”

  “I wish.”

  You and me both.

  “Like I said, Im just going to hold it close to your skin,” he said. “It wont touch you, so it wont burn.” He rested one hand on my other shoulder, and a second later, intense heat warmed the center of the worst muscle spasm.

  Instinctively, I tried to draw away from the heat, but Michaels hand kept me mostly still.

  “I wont burn you, I promise,” he said. “Just relax.”

  Closing my eyes, I exhaled, and resisted the urge to draw away again as the warmth moved closer to my skin. The heat wasnt quite uncomfortable, but it was close. Sort of like the hot showers I took to alleviate the pain—right on the edge of too hot.

  “So what exactly does this do?” I asked.

  “Its called moxibustion.” His hand moved from my injured shoulder to the side of my neck, and that gentle touch made me shiver. As he continued speaking, the only part of his explanation I caught was something about the heat drawing out toxins. The rest faded into the background, stopping short of my synapses because I was too focused on the moving, not quite burning heat, and the comparatively cool presence of his hand on my skin. His voice added to the soothing, almost mesmerizing effect. I may not have understood what he was saying, but his voice kneaded away the tension in my neck and shoulder just like the heat, the needles, and his hand.

  The heat stopped. Michaels hand left my skin. I blinked a few times, slowly returning to earth and regaining my awareness of the world around me.

  He took out the needles, dabbing one or two that must have been bleeding a little. When he was finished, he said, “How do you feel?”

  “A lot better,” I said. “Thank you.”

  “Youre welcome,” he said. “Any time you need it, all you have to do is ask.”

  “Thanks.” I lowered my gaze and reached for my shirt.

  “You all right?” he asked. “Besides your shoulder, I mean?”

  I closed my eyes. Just thinking about answering that question sent renewed tension creeping into my muscles. I tilted my head to stretch my neck and shrugged a few times just to loosen my shoulders.

  “Jason?”

  Releasing my breath, I reached up and rubbed my temples. “Im just frustrated.” I laughed humorlessly and looked at him as I added, “Kind of my natural state the last year or two, I guess.”

  “Anything in particular?” he asked, and his guarded tone suggested he knew exactly what I was getting at.

  “Just the usual shit. Nothing out of the ordinary.” I sighed and pulled on my shirt. “Anyway, thanks again.” I started to get up.

  “Jason, wait.”

  His soft voice stopped me in my tracks, and I sank back to the couch.

  “Hmm?”

  He took a breath. “Is there…anything I can do?”

  I chewed my lip. Was this his way of kick starting the conversation I hadnt had the balls to initiate? The “were both going to go insane, so why dont we nix the roommate thing and move on with our lives” discussion?

  “Any ideas?” I asked. Ball’s in your court.

  “I can think of a few.” Back in yours.

  “Such as?” Nope, your turn.

  “You tell me.” Yours.

  I scowled. So hed kick off the conversation, but he wasnt going to make it easy for me. Big surprise.

  “I really dont know if theres anything anyone cando,” I said. “Myself included. Ive made my life nice and complicated, and I just have to ride it out until things change.” I exhaled hard, and the words started coming, fast and furious, on their own. “Which is where I get frustrated as fuck. I mean, its not like I want the whole world, you know? I only want a few simple things that really shouldnt be too much to ask, and yet I manage to make every fucking thing in my life so goddamned complicated.”

  Denim whispered across upholstery as Michael shifted on the couch beside me.“What doyou want?”

  Closing my eyes, I rubbed my temples. “Just, you know, a little bit of stability. A little bit of peace. I want my shoulder to stop making my life hell, and I want—” I cut myself off, literally biting my tongue to keep the thought to myself.

  His hand warmed my knee, and I barely kept myself from visibly wincing. His voice was soft as he said, “And what, Jason?”

  “Nothing.” I lowered my hands and shook my head. “Dont worry about it.”

  “Jason. There was something else. What was it?” He slid his hand over mine. “What else do you want?”

  Goddammit, Michael, you know exactly what I want.


  I took a breath, but didnt look at him. “You.”

  His fingers twitched on top of mine.

  “There. Now its out there.” Swallowing hard, I made myself


  face him. “I want you. And I just cant bring myself to give a fuck about why I shouldnt. This, what were doing or not doing or what the fuck ever were doing, its driving me insane.”


  Michael moistened his lips, but didnt speak.

  “I know you want to protect your son,” I said softly. “And I dont want to confuse or upset him either. But, Michael, Jesus Christ…” I swallowed hard. “Youre here too. And, I dont know, maybe you dont want this like I do, but if you do, then why are we holding back?”

  “You know why we are.”

  “I know why you say we are.” I took a breath, hoping I wasnt treading on thin ice. “But I have to wonder, are you really protecting your son, or are you protecting yourself?” I gestured at the floor above us. “Because the only way hed ever have any reason to know is if we took it beyond just sleeping together. So the only reason I can think of to avoid this if you want it as badly as I do…”

  Michael dropped his gaze. He swallowed hard, and a good minute passed before he finally said, “Youre right. Its not just Dylan. Or the fact that you are—were—my patient.” He rested his elbows on his knees and combed both hands through his hair. “Its me.”

  I put my hand on the back of his neck. “What do you mean?”

  “With you, that was the first time Ive ever let my guard down completely and let myself be what Ive pretended not to be for so many years.” He slid his hands from his hair to the back of his neck. “And with us living together, it meant going from zero to sixty on a relationship, you know? One minute Im barely admitting Im gay.” He lowered his hands and looked at me. “The next Im living with a man whose presence makes it almost impossible for me to breathe.”

  Speaking of impossible to breathe…

  I forced some air into my lungs, and was about to speak, but Michael beat me to it.

  “Youre not the only one who does things to complicate the shit out of his own life,” he said softly. “And if we were to… if things went wrong…”

  Cautiously, praying to everyone I could think of that he wouldnt recoil, I reached for his hand. When he didnt, I curled my fingers around his. “Do you want to?”

  His eyes met mine. “Of course I do.”

  “Then…?”

  He held my gaze.

  Then he released a breath and looked down at our hands. “There are so many reasons we shouldnt do this.” His thumb ran back and forth along mine. “But right now, I have to admit theyre all kind of paling in comparison to the reason we should.”

  I trailed the backs of my fingers along his stubbled jaw. “And that is?”

  His hand slid into my hair, and just before our lips met, he whispered, “Because I fucking want to.”

  And he kissed me.

  Muscles I didnt even know were tense relaxed as Michaels lips met mine. My heart didnt speed up. No, it slowed down, decelerating from rapid and worried to relieved and relaxed, settling into something that was, for the first time in too long, as it needed to be.

  “I am so sick of being responsible,” he murmured, his fingers sliding up into my hair. “Just once, I want to pretend the rest of the world doesnt exist, and do what I want to do.”

  “Then why dont we ignore the rest of the world,” I whispered, “and take this upstairs?”

  “Thought youd never ask.”


  


  CHAPTER 18


  At the top of the stairs, Michael hesitated. His eyes flicked toward the closed door behind which his son slept. When he looked at me again, he whispered, “We have to be quiet.”


  I nodded. “We will be.” I drew him in and kissed him lightly. “Dont worry about a thing.”

  I took his hand and led him to my bedroom, since that put us at the opposite end of the hall from where Dylan slept.

  Once the door was closed behind us, we were in each others arms again, and I swore the room vibrated with the desperation that came from being this close to something Id needed longer than any sane man could live without it. More than once, I had to tell myself this was really happening, because seeing, tasting, feeling wasnt believing when I was this sure Id wake up or Michael would snap out of it at any moment.

  But I didnt wake up, and Michael didnt snap out of it, and with every passing minute, every moment of holding on to him and losing myself in his kiss, this became real. It became real, and my need for him intensified, and we went from grasping clothes to trying to get past clothes.

  The need for silence slowed us down, though. We opened every button like one wrong move might set off lights and sirens. Zippers were drawn down as slowly and stealthily as possible. I didnt dare break the kiss, not even to pull in a deeper breath, for fear of making some damning sound.

  And when every stitch of distance had been removed, we sank slowly, near-silently on to my bed. My shoulder still ached, the muscles were still uncomfortably tight, but that didnt stop me from letting my hands run all over him.

  He pushed himself up and met my eyes. His tongue slowly ran across his lower lip, and I wondered if he had doubts, or if he thought I did.

  No doubts, Michael,I couldnt quite convince my lips to say, so I just curved my hand around the back of his neck and drew him down to kiss me.

  His lips left mine, and he kissed his way down to my neck, then my chest. As he worked his way farther down, I squirmed and bit my lip, fighting to stay quiet when anticipation threatened to turn me inside out.

  “Oh God, Michael,” I whispered as his lips inched past my navel. I searched blindly for his hair, and when I found it, grasped it gently, kneading his scalp just because I needed to touch him, needed to hold on to him somehow.

  He supported himself on one arm and held the base of my cock in his free hand, and his mouth—oh, fuck, his mouth. His tongue drew the most incredible, spine-tingling circles around the head of my cock, teasing me until I was so aroused I was sure nerve ending was on the verge of igniting. I dug my teeth into my bent index finger, screwing my eyes shut as I forced myself not to make a sound. I held as still as I could, not daring to move, twitch, even breathe, but Michael left me almost no choice as he sucked my cock.

  Maybe he was oblivious to how close I was to crying out, maybe he was beyond caring, because he didnt stop. He stroked me with his hand. Teased with his lips and tongue. Moaned so quietly I was only aware of it because of the spine-tingling vibration against my flesh. Jesus Christ, there was no way this could end without me losing it, and the more he worked my cock like “inexperienced” wasnt even in his vocabulary, the faster he sent me careening toward that inevitable release.

  I bit down harder on my finger, shutting my eyes even tighter. Oh, fuck, he was amazing, and I was so close, so damned close, had to be quiet, so close,don’t make a sound, don’t make a sound, oh, God, Michael…

  The darkness behind my eyelids turned white, and the dam broke. As my orgasm took over, I dropped my palm to the bed, grabbing a handful of sheets, and didnt even have to worry about making a sound because all that pent up ecstasy escaped my lips in a single near-silent rush of breath.

  As my vision cleared and my spine sank back to the bed, Michael moved over the top of me. He kissed me, his mouth salty with my semen, and I gripped his hair and the back of his neck as I kissed him harder. I wanted more. Needed more. It didnt matter that I was still coming down from an orgasm, I was so turned on I couldnt breathe.

  Fuck me, please, fuck me, my mind screamed as I ran shaking hands through Michaels hair. Now, please…

  I finally found enough breath to speak, but, “Condom,” was all I could say. Michael got the message, though. As soon as the word was off my lips, he shuddered, groaning as he pressed his hard cock against my hip.

  We sat up, but barely stopped making out, breaking away only when we absolutely had to. Somehow—Ill never know how—we got our hands on the condom and lube and managed to put them into place. I smoothed lube on to the condom, squeezing and releasing his cock just enough to make his breath catch, until he grabbed my wrist and stopped my hand mid-stroke.

  “I cant wait,” he whispered, his lips barely leaving mine.

  “Neither can I.” I kissed him. “Do you want me to—”

  “Just like this.” He leaned into me, kissing me again, and used his weight to nudge me on to my back again.

  My shoulder blades had barely touched the sheets before he broke the kiss and sat up. He ran his fingertips down the inside of my thigh as I spread my legs, and his brow furrowed as he guided his cock to me. The coolness of the condom made my breath catch, as did the heat of his body, and I released my breath as he pressed in.

  My eyes rolled back. Jesus Christ, there was nothing more intense than taking Michaels cock so soon after an orgasm. All my nerves were on high alert now, hyperaware of everything from his lips brushing mine to his thick cock sliding deeper inside me.

  Our eyes met. Immediately, my lips tingled with the absence of his, and I reached for him in the same moment he came down to kiss me. I wrapped my arms around him, parting my lips for his tongue and trying like hell just to stay conscious as his hips eased into motion.

  Groaning softly, Michael slid his arms under me and hooked his hands over my shoulders. His hips moved slowly, fluidly, pushing his cock into me and withdrawing without so much as a squeak from the bed beneath us. Our mouths moved together, our bodies moved together, and the silence demanded slowness, and the slowness made every motion, every touch, go on forever before the next moment of intense contact ignited the next nerve ending.

  His lips left mine, and his fingers tightened on my shoulders as his head fell beside mine. A hot breath rushed past my neck, the air vibrating with a moan so quiet I only felt it, didnt hear it. Every muscle in his body—hell, every muscle in mine—quivered from what had to be both exertion and the restraint it took to keep going so, so slowly. The moans he released, warming my shoulder and the side of his neck, were made of equal parts frustration and ecstasy, like he was a “fuck it, I cant take it anymore” away from thrusting into me the way I wished he would. At the same time, he sounded as delirious as I was from this slow-motion sensory overload.

  A shudder pushed him deeper. Another arched his back. Then he lifted himself up on his arms. He threw his head back, his eyebrows pulling together and his mouth opening in a soundless, breathless cry as he shuddered, pushed his cock deep inside me, and came.

  His elbows buckled, and the bed creaked softly as he slumped over me. Wrapping my arms around him, I closed my eyes and caught my breath as he caught his.

  After a while, Michael went into the bathroom to get rid of the condom. We both cleaned ourselves up, then carefully eased back into bed like any creak of the mattress or bed frame would announce to the whole neighborhood that, for the second time, we werent just roommates anymore.

  Lying there together, a sheet draped over us and hands gently drifting over skin that was still hot, we just looked at each other, the air between us electrified with a million things waiting to be said.

  So wed crossed this line. Again.

  So here we were. Again.

  Now what?

  I licked my lips. “Still think this is a good idea?”

  Michael smiled, trailing his fingers down the side of my face. “Im starting to wonder how I ever thought it wasnt.”

  I laughed quietly as relief brought my heart rate back down a notch. “Ive been wondering myself.”

  He chuckled, but then his expression turned more serious. “If we are going to do this,” he said, “then I need to have a talk with my exwife about it.”

  I blew out a breath. “How do you think shell take it?”

  “I dont know how happy shell be,” he said. “If I thought my upbringing was uptight and conservative…” He whistled and shook his head. “Her parents, mine, Seths; even if our parents werent quite as psycho as his, they were all cut from the same fucked up cloth.”

  I grimaced. “Do you think shell try to stop you from telling Dylan?”

  He chewed his lip for a moment, then met my eyes. “Its possible. Legally, she cant without taking me to court.”

  “Think she would?”

  “I dont know if she would or not. Were on speaking terms, the divorce was amicable, but this…” He sighed. “This could be a bit much to ask her to take. Hopefully she wont try to keep Dylan from me over it. Im pretty sure she wouldnt go that far, but you never know.”

  “Guess well hope for the best,” I whispered.

  Michael nodded. “And, if youre okay with it, Id like you to be there with me to talk to her. And then, assuming that goes well…Dylan.”

  I took a breath. “Are you sure its a good idea for him to know were…what we are? I mean, my mom introduced my siblings and me to my stepfather, but didnt tell us they actually had a thing going until she was sure hed be around for a while.”

  He watched our fingers lace together between us, then looked me in the eye. “And I agree with that.” He swallowed hard, then sat up a little and leaned in to kiss me. “Thats why I want him to know.”

  My breath caught. “You do?”

  Michael nodded. “It might be too early in the game to even be thinking like this, but…my gut feeling…” He paused, collecting himself before he continued. “It wouldnt have been this hard to avoid if it was just sex.”

  My heart beat a little faster. “No, I dont think it would have.”

  “And I dont know what it is,” he said, “but whatever it is, if were going to do it, then I owe it to my son to be honest. I dont want him growing up thinking gay relationships are strange, and hiding from him is admitting theres something wrong with us.” His fingers went from my face into my hair. “Especially since I think theres a whole lot rightwith us.”

  “And if things dont work out?”

  “Then Ill explain that just like Im going to explain this.” He leaned in andkissed me lightly. “Jesus, Jason, I dont know why I thought I could pretend we were just roommates.” He trailed the back of his hand down the side of my face. “Not with the way I feel about you.”

  I gulped. “And that is…?”

  “Im not even sure, to be honest,” he said. “But I do know I want to be with you, and I want my son to know Im with you.”

  And finally—finally—my heart could beat properly again.

  “Thats good enough for me.” I put my hand over his and turned my head to kiss his palm. “We already live together. Why rush everything else?”

  He smiled, and for the first time tonight, there was nothing tentative or reserved in his expression. Combing his fingers through my hair, he said, “I think I can work with that.”

  “Good.” I leaned in to kiss him. “So can I.”

  As I drew back, though, a knot formed in the pit of my stomach.

  “Something wrong?” he asked.

  “I, um…” I took a deep breath. “Theres something you need to know before we go any further.”

  “Oh?” He pushed himself up on his elbow and looked at me intently, waiting for me to elaborate.

  “This whole thing has been stressing me out,” I said. “So the other night, I was confused. Frustrated. And I dont know, I guess I just needed an outlet, and maybe some advice.”

  Michaels brow furrowed, and my stomach knotted tighter.

  Wringing my hands in my lap, I went on, “Michael, Im sorry. I didnt even think about it, and I didnt realize what Id said until after I did, but I…” I made myself look him in the eye. “Seth knows.”

  His lips parted. “I beg your pardon?”

  “Seth knows. About us.” I swallowed. “About…you.”

  He cringed. Closing his eyes, he sank back to the pillow. “Oh, fuck…”

  “Im so sorry,” I said. “I swear, I—”

  “Its…its okay. I know you didnt set out to tell him.” He sounded winded, like Id punched him in the gut. “He probably would have caught on eventually anyway, but…” Michael chewed his lip. “How did he react?”

  “He was surprised,” I said. “Just kind of shell-shocked, I guess. Didnt quite see it coming.”

  Michael cringed again.

  “I feel awful,” I said. “Im used to talking to him about things like this, and this time…”

  He took my hand in his and brought it up to his lips. Meeting my eyes, he said, “I understand. If youve been anywhere near as stressed and confused over all this, I cant really blame you for talking to him. Wasnt like you were outing me for spite or something.”

  “God, no.” I clasped my fingers between his. “I would never—”

  “I know.” He released my hand and reached for my face. “Ill talk to him. Well talk to him. Hes a reasonable guy.”

  Smirking cautiously, I said, “Are we talking about the same Seth?”

  Michael laughed. “Okay, maybe reasonable isnt the right word…”

  Our eyes met again, and we both laughed.

  As my humor faded, I touched his face and said, “So youre…youre really not upset?”

  He shook his head. “Well settle things with him. For tonight, Im just glad weve settled things with us.”

  “Me too.” I brushed the pad of my thumb across his cheek as I leaned in to kiss him. “Another night of that, I think I might have lost it.”

  “You and me both.” Michael cradled the back of my head in one hand, wrapped his other arm around me, and welcomed my kiss. And that kiss went on. And deepened.

  And slowly, silently, with nothing holding us back this time, we made love again.


  


  CHAPTER 19


  When I finally dragged my ass out of bed at quarter to eleven, I found Michael in the kitchen, drumming his fingers on the side of a steaming cup of that horror he called tea.


  “You all right?” I asked.

  “I called Daina on my way home from dropping Dylan at school.” He took a deep breath, then released it slowly and met my eyes. “Shes on her way over.” He gulped. “Would you, um…”

  “Do you still want me to be here?”

  “Please.”

  I wrapped my arms around him, and he did the same. I kissed him lightly. “How do you think shell take it?”

  “I dont know,” Michael whispered. “She does share some of her familys views.”

  “Homophobic?”

  “Not necessarily. She adores Seth, but Im not so sure how shed feel about Dylan living with Seth. Or with me, for that matter, once she knows.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he sighed. “God, I just dont know.”

  I kissed his cheek. “Either way, Ill be here.”

  “Thank you.” He kissed me, then let me go so I could pour myself some coffee.

  As I pulled a coffee cup down from the cupboard, I said, “What the fuck is with you and Daina and Seth all having tight-ass families, anyway? I could have sworn LA was pretty progressive out there.”

  Michael snorted. “Oh, the people there think they are. Not so much, believe me. Besides, the reason the three of us met in the first place is because our families went to the same church.”

  “Ooh.”

  “Yeah. It was actually the kind of progressive, liberal church youd expect in California,” he said. “But our families were all insanely uptight and conservative, so they kind of banded together.” He paused, sighing. “Mine and Dainas werent nearly as bad as Seths, though.”

  “Thank God for that,” I muttered. “I dont think families get much worse than that.”

  “No kidding. I mean, Im not looking forward to coming out to my parents, but I think a cold shoulder and some brow-beating is about the worst I can expect from them.” A mischievous grin tugged at his lips. “Now, Dainas parents? I might have to tell them just for the entertainment value.”

  I laughed. “You would, wouldnt you?”

  “Maybe…”

  “Uh-huh.”

  He chuckled, but then his humor faded. “Thats assuming Daina doesnt get upset.”

  “Do you think she will?” I asked. “I mean, I know her family would be, but what about her?”

  “Im really not sure,” he said quietly. “I keep going back and forth, thinking shell flip and thinking shell be fine. If I was just a friend, shed probably be okay with it. She adores Seth, and thinks its a crime what his family did to him.” He paused, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “And maybe shed even be all right with it if we were still married without kids. But with Dylan in the picture…”

  “She didnt mind Dylan living with me, though.”

  Michael lowered his gaze. “She doesnt know youre gay.”

  “Oh.”

  He exhaled. “I should have told her, but I…guess I didnt want to make matters complicated.” Laughing dryly, he shook his head. “That worked out, didnt it?”

  “Yeah, really.”

  “Well, theres only one way to find out what she thinks, I guess,” he said.

  “Yeah. I guess there is.”

  I was halfway through my second cup of coffee, and Michael had just put on another kettle of that foul tea, when an engine outside turned our heads. It slowed, then idled, then cut off. A second later, a car door closed.

  “You sure you want to do this?” I asked.

  Footsteps outside. Heels clicking on concrete, then hitting the wooden porch with an echoing thunk.

  “Not much choice now,” Michael said. The doorbell rang and he took a deep breath.

  I stayed in the kitchen while he answered the door. The air pressure in the room changed almost imperceptibly as the door opened, then again when it closed. Muffled voices—pleasant and friendly from the sound of it—murmured in the foyer. Then came the footsteps: the soft sound of Michaels bare feet and the loud, deliberate crack of high heels on a hard floor.

  She stepped into the kitchen first, and smiled at me. “Hi, Jason. Nice to see you again.”

  “You too,” I said with a difficult smile.

  Behind the warmth in her smile and handshake, she was uneasy. Whether or not she suspected anything in particular, she must have known there was some reason Michael had asked her here. Something that needed to be handled in person instead of on the phone, and my continuing presence was a wild card that seemed to unsettle her. Was I part of this? Had I just not gotten the clue that now was a good time for me to get the fuck out?

  Resting her hands on the counter, she looked at Michael. “So, you wanted to talk to me about something.” Her eyes darted toward me, and when I didnt move, she tensed a little more. Either I was missing an obvious cue, or I was part of this, and I had a feeling she wasnt sure which.

  “Yes, I want to talk,” Michael said. “And I…” He glanced at me and I gave him a nod that was, I hoped, reassuring. He laid his hands flat on the counter, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and looked at her. “I needed to talk to you. With Jason.”

  She swallowed. “About?”

  “Well,” he said. “I…”

  The room fell silent. Beside me, he tapped his fingers nervously on the counter, probably frantically searching for the words. It was all I could do not to give his hand a gentle squeeze, but that would give us away and rob him of his chance to be honest with her about it.

  Her eyes flicked back and forth between us, and though she didnt speak, the truth was coming together in her mind. She knew. I could see it in her eyes as she searched mine, then his, then mine again for confirmation. Confirmation I couldnt grant her and could come only from Michael when he found the words.

  Finally, Michael put his hand over mine on the counter, and the truth was out. What he couldnt say verbally, hed declared physically in that unmistakable gesture. I watched as their eyes met across the narrow kitchen.

  Daina jumped like the contact between our hands had physically shocked her. “Whats…” Her eyes darted back and forth between us. Barely whispering, she said, “Michael, are you telling me…youre…gay?”

  He nodded slowly. Then he said, his voice no louder than hers had been, “Yes. Im gay.”

  Her hands searched blindly for the counter behind her, and when they found it, she leaned heavily against it, wavering slightly as if her legs had suddenly forgotten how to hold her up on their own. After a moment, one shaking hand rose off the counter and ran through her hair, and she suddenly looked…lost.

  Michael and I exchanged brief, uncertain glances. This was the sinking-in, the comprehending. Lord knew what kind of reaction would follow once the words found their way into her mind and there settled.

  Evidently confident that her legs would hold her up, she folded her arms across her chest. It didnt appear to be a hostile or defensive stance. If anything, she was hugging herself. Bracing herself.

  Finally she looked at Michael. “How long have you known?”

  Michael and I released held breaths in unison. Shed skipped over denial—bypassing “what do you mean youre gay?” or “how can you be?” or “thats impossible”—and jumped headlong into trying to get her head around it.

  He cleared his throat. “I, well,” he paused, glancing at me. “Not…not long. I mean, I suspected it for a long time, but I didnt know for sure.”

  Her eyes flicked toward me again, then fixed on him. “So hes the…” She swallowed. “The first?”

  Michael took a deep breath. “I, hes—” He hesitated, then deflated a little, like the shame had worn him down, and he let out the long sigh of someone about to make a confession. “Yes, hes the first. I kind of knew even as far back as high school, but after the way…after how we were all raised, I was afraid it was wrong. So I tried to pretend it wasnt real.”

  Daina stared at the floor between us. “But you knew.” It wasnt a question.

  “In the back of my mind,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “As much as I tried to tell myself it wasnt true…” He nodded slowly. “Yes, I knew.”

  She hugged herself tighter, pursing her lips and furrowing her brow. Michael and I exchanged nervous looks again.

  His thumb moved across my hand and Daina jumped. It was then that I realized shed been staring at our hands.

  Michael pulled his hand away, glancing at me with raised eyebrows as if to make sure I was okay with it. I nodded. Then he broke the silence. “Daina—”

  “I cant believe I didnt figure it out,” she said with a laugh. She shook her head and looked at him, still laughing. I couldnt decide if she sounded nervous, relieved, or if it was that humorless laughter that sometimes precedes violent rage.

  “What do you mean?” he asked.

  She bit her lip, looking away for a second. When their eyes met again, the humor was gone from her expression, but no anger took its place. “I feel so stupid, I—”

  “Daina, please, you couldnt have known,” Michael said softly. “Im sorry, I kept—”

  “No, no, its not that. Its…” She paused, and when she spoke again, she spoke quickly, as if the thoughts were easier to sort this way. “It all makes sense. I mean, I beat myself up for years because I knew something was missing between us. I knew it, but I couldnt figure out what it was, and I felt guilty. All that time I thought I was doing something wrong, or that there was something wrong with me, and thats why we just couldnt connect, and—”

  “Daina, you did—”

  “Let me finish,” she said. “I felt guilty, you know, with the divorce, and Dylan, and…” She looked him in the eye. “But now, now that youve told me this, I know I wasnt doing anything wrong.” She paused, her blank expression unchanging for a moment. Then she exhaled and her shoulders relaxed as her lips pulled into a smile. “I wasnt doing anything wrong. You werent doing anything wrong. We just werent meant for each other.”

  Michael nodded. “Yes, exactly. We couldnt force it to work, and it wasnt anyones fault that it didnt.”

  Daina ran her hand through her hair again and laughed. “Michael, you dont even know how much of a weight this is off my shoulders.”

  “Jesus, Daina, I had no idea…” He reached for her, and she threw her arms around him. The house was completely still and silent for a long moment as the two of them embraced, and when he looked back at me, I smiled at him and he returned it.

  After they separated, Michael gestured for us all to sit at the dining room table. We did, Daina and I sitting across from each other with Michael between us.

  “So, how did this even get started?” she asked. “I mean, you told me you were moving in with a patient, so…”

  “Which was true.” Michael laughed softly and glanced at me. “Thats how it started. How it was supposed to be.”

  She released her breath. “I see.”

  “And Im telling you now because I wanted you to know,” Michael said. “And I wont go behind your back on something like this, but I…” His Adams apple bobbed once. “I want Dylan to know.”

  She tensed. “You want…”

  “I think he should know,” he said.

  “But,” she paused, biting her lip. “Hes a little young, dont you think?”

  “He was younger when he met Lee,” he said.

  “Well, yes, I know, but—” She cut herself off, pursing her lips as she looked down at her hands on the table.

  “But this is different?” Michael said.

  She gave an apologetic nod. “Im not saying its wrong, its just…” She looked up, her lips tightening with frustration as if she couldnt find the words. “God, I dont even know. But right or wrong, do you think hell understand?”

  “He will if we tell him,” he said. “He accepted the divorce, he accepted you remarrying.” He glanced at me, then back at her. “He can accept this too.”

  She took a deep breath, but said nothing.

  “Daina, I understand why youre concerned,” he said, his voice gentle. “But I dont want him growing up thinking something like this is unusual or wrong. The way you and I were both raised.”

  Still silent, she chewed her lip.

  “What if he isgay?” he said.

  Dainas head snapped up her eyes wide. “What?”

  He shifted a little. “If he is, hypothetically, would you want him to grow up thinking theres something wrong with him? The way Seth and I both did?”

  “We havent told him its wrong, Michael,” she said. “Im only suggesting we wait until hes a little older. Until hell understand.”

  “And you dont think it will make him wonder what we think of it if we waited so long to tell him?”

  She sighed, looking at the table again. “Im just worried about overloading him, I…”

  “Daina,” Michael said softly, “I want Dylan to know that his fathers seeing someone, and I want him to know this is okay. If by chance our son is gay, I dont want him to think its abnormal.” He pursed his lips, and for a moment I thought he was trying to decide what to say, but the tautness above his jaw suggested he was simply collecting and composing himself. “I cant be the reason my child has to be confused through high school, ashamed through college, and hating himself until hes suddenly in his mid-thirties explaining who he really is to his exspouse.”

  The unsteadiness in his voice sent my heart into my feet, and the stunned expression on Dainas face mirrored my own.

  She stared at him, lips parted, neither breathing nor speaking.

  “I spent twenty years knowing that I was gay,” he said, barely whispering. “And pretending I wasnt because I was raised to believe its wrong. I kept it from myself, from my family, and from you.” He laced his fingers between mine. “Whether Dylan turns out to be gay or not, I want him to know its okay.” His voice cracked slightly as he added, “I needhim to know.”

  Daina exhaled and shook her head. “Jesus, Michael, I had no idea you went through that.”

  “Most people didnt,” he said. “So do you understand why I want to do this?”

  She nodded. “Can…can I at least be there when you talk to him?”

  “Of course,” Michael said. “I think we should both be there.” His gaze slid toward me. “Actually, I think we should all be there.”

  I ran my thumb along the side of his hand and looked at Daina. “You dont mind?”

  She shook her head. “No, I think Michaels right.”

  “It wont overwhelm him?” I asked. “If were outnumbering him like this?”

  “No,” she said. “This was how we did it when Lee and I were dating. All three of us were there to talk to Dylan. It seemed to work all right.” She turned to Michael. “Didnt it?”

  “Yeah. Hopefully it will this time too.”

  Hopefully it would.


  * * *


  As much as they both wanted to get it over with, it took Michael and Daina a little time to work up the nerve to actually go through with it. Finally, on a Wednesday evening, I went with Michael when he went to pick up Dylan from his moms. He was quiet the whole way and kept his eyes focused on the road, though he occasionally glanced at me. His hand rested on my leg, and I squeezed it gently, offering what reassurance I could.


  I wished there was something I could say to ease his nerves, but Id been in Dylans shoes. I was four when my parents divorced, six when my dad remarried, and nine when my mom did. That had been a lot to take in, throwing my world off its axis every time my folks sat me down to explain some new development to my siblings and me. I tried to imagine what it would have been like to hear Mom say she had a girlfriend or Dad say he had a boyfriend, and quietly tried to convince myself I wouldnt have been as stunned, jarred, taken aback as my parents had been when I told them I had a boyfriend.


  Michael took his hand off my knee so he could steer with both hands as he pulled off the freeway.

  “You all right?” I asked.

  He swallowed. “Nervous.”

  “Youll be fine,” I said. “Just breathe. And dont run us off the road.”

  He laughed, which at least meant he was breathing, and shot me a playful glare.

  A few minutes later, he pulled into the driveway of a gray twostory at the mouth of a cul de sac not unlike mine. As he turned off the engine, Michael took a deep breath.

  “Well,” he said, “here we go.”

  Daina met us at the door, and while we went into the living room, she went upstairs to get Dylan. We both sat on the couch, and exchanged uneasy glances. It would be just the three of us— Lee and the baby were out somewhere—so hopefully Dylan wouldnt feel outnumbered or any more overwhelmed than he needed to be. Lee knew what was going on, but wed all agreed this might be easier on Dylan with just the three of us. Hopefully.

  Upstairs, a door opened, and when voices trickled down to us, Michael closed his eyes and took another deep breath.

  “Youll be fine,” I said again, even though I wasnt sure how this would go at all.

  “I know.” He sounded about as certain as I was.

  Dylan came into the living room, and his eyes lit up. “Hi, Dad!”

  “Hey, kiddo,” Michael said as Dylan hugged him.

  Then Dylan looked at me and smiled. “Hi, Jason!” Then he paused, his brow furrowing justlike his fathers often did. “Wait, whatre you doing here?”

  “Dylan!” Daina said, scolding gently. “Thats no way to talk to a guest.”

  His cheeks colored, and he smiled sheepishly at me. “Sorry.”

  “Dont worry about it,” I said with a smile.

  “Dylan,” his mother said, “why dont you have a seat? We all want to have a short little talk before you go with Dad and Jason.”

  Dylans smile evaporated and his eyes widened. Eyeing us uncertainly, he sat on the armchair, hands tucked under his knees and his feet swinging from side to side behind the coffee table.

  Daina joined us on the couch. The three of us exchanged glances, everyone silently prodding everyone else to break the ice and get this thing rolling. I sure as hell wasnt going to do it. A few times I wondered if either of them would figure it out. The longer the silence went on, the more Dylan fidgeted, and the more I had to struggle to keep from squirming myself. Awkward conversations, with or without children, were not my favorite thing in the world.

  Finally, Daina took a breath and turned toward her son. She opened her mouth to speak, but he beat her to the punch. “Am I in trouble?”

  “No, no!” Michael and Daina both said.

  “Not at all,” Michael said.

  “Youre not in trouble,” Daina said. “Dad and I”—she paused, eyes darting toward me—“and Jason just want to talk to you about…some things.”

  Dylans feet stopped swinging and his eyes widened. He looked around the room, and his voice was taut with panic when he said, “Is Lee going away?”

  “No, of course not,” Daina said. “This isnt about Lee and me. Hell be home when you come back in two weeks, just like always.”

  That relaxed the kid a little, but apprehension lingered in his bunched shoulders.

  Michael cleared his throat. “Theres nothing bad going on. We just want to…tell you about a few things in case you have any questions or dont understand. Okay?”

  Dylan nodded. His feet swung forward this time, first one, then the other, like he needed something to do with that restless energy that makes it impossible for a seven-year-old, especially a nervous one, to sit still. His heels hit the couch with rhythmic thunks, echoing my uneasy heartbeat.

  Michael and Daina exchanged glances again. She nodded slightly, and he looked at Dylan again.

  “You remember when Lee and your mom got together, right?” he asked. “When they first met and started dating?”

  Dylan nodded. “Yeah, I remember.”

  “Okay, well, Jason and I…” Michael paused, slipping his hand into mine. “Were kind of doing the same thing.”

  Dylans eyes shifted between his mom, his dad, me, and Michael and my joined hands. All three adults held our breath, waiting for him to say something.

  Brow furrowed, he said, “So you have a…” His head tilted slightly. “Boyfriend?”

  Michael nodded slowly.“Yes. He is.”

  “Oh.” He was quiet for a moment. I braced against the barrage of questions, and his parents probably did too. How did kids react to this stuff? Michaels hand twitched in mine, and I offered a reassuring squeeze.

  Finally, Dylan spoke again, “Can I have a pudding cup?”

  All three of us burst out laughing.

  “Of course you can.” Daina stood. “Ill be right back.” She ruffled Dylans hair as she walked past him.

  While she was in the kitchen, Dylan looked at me. “So youre my dads boyfriend?”

  I glanced at Michael to make sure I wasnt overstepping my bounds. He gave me a quick nod. To Dylan, I said, “Yes, I am.”

  Dylans gaze shifted from me to his father and back.

  Michael cleared his throat. “So, do you have any…questions? Anything? About this?”

  The kid shook his head. A moment later, Daina returned with a chocolate pudding cup and a spoon. Michael scowled as she handed it to Dylan, but he didnt say anything.

  Dylan shoved the spoon into the pudding and resumed kicking his feet back and forth. After acouple of bites, he said, “Are you guys like Mom and Lee?”

  “What do you mean?” Michael asked. “Like, are we married?”

  “I guess.” Dylan shrugged.

  Michael glanced at me. Then he smiled and put his hand over mine as he looked at his son again. “Not quite, but well see what happens.”

  “Okay.” Dylan looked at me and matter-offactly said, “My dads smart. Boyfriends are way better than girlfriends.”

  I laughed. “Oh really? And why is that?”

  The kid wrinkled his nose. “Because girls are gross.”

  I couldnt stop myself from laughing. Neither could Michael.

  “What?” Daina scoffed. “They are not.”

  “Yes, they are!” Dylan laughed.

  “Your moms not gross,” I said.

  “She doesnt count,” he said matter-offactly. “Shes Mom.”

  “A seven-yearolds logic,” Daina said with a shrug. “Guess you cant argue with it, right?”

  I laughed. “No, I guess you cant.”

  “Well,” she said with mock indignation, “one day, Dylan, you will realize girls arent nearly as gross as you think.”

  Dylan just wrinkled his nose again, and his parents and I laughed. None of us spoke as he continued with his snack, completely oblivious to any reason why he should have a problem with his father dating me.

  “All right, kiddo,” Daina said when hed finished with his pudding cup. “Go put that in the trash, and then grab your things so you guys can go.”

  Dylan pushed himself off the couch and trotted up the stairs.

  As soon as the kid was gone, Daina exhaled, her shoulders dropping. Michael blew out a breath, closing his eyes and leaning back against the couch.

  Daina looked at the stairs, shaking her head. “Michael, I think our parents could learn a lot from him.”

  “No kidding,” he said. “Thats assuming they ever stop shitting kittens over us not teaching him how evil „the gay is.”

  She made a quiet noise of agreement. “Do they know yet? Your parents?”

  “Not yet.” He looked up at her. “I think Ill wait on that one for a while. Kind of seems like a „need to know thing right now.”

  “Good point,” she said. “How do you think theyll take it?”

  “Well, better than Seths parents, thats for sure.”

  Daina snorted. “That doesnt take much.”

  Michael rubbed the back of his neck and exhaled. “Either way, Ill deal with that eventually. I mostly just needed you and Dylan to know.”

  “Im glad you told us,” she said softly.

  “Me too.” Michael pushed himself to his feet and stepped around the coffee table. He hugged his ex-wife, and for a long moment, he just held on to her, eyes closed and nothing but pure relief written all over his face.

  As Dylan came downstairs, Michael let Daina go, and I stood.

  “Ready to go?” Michael asked.

  Dylan nodded.

  As the kid headed out to the car, Michael took a breath. “Well, that wasnt so bad. Now I just need to talk to Seth.”

  I cringed.

  Michael put his arm around me and kissed my cheek. “Ill sort it out withhim. Dont worry about it.”

  Dont worry about it.

  Yeah, right.


  


  CHAPTER 20


  Summer was definitely closing in on Tucker Springs. The heat wasnt heavy or oppressive yet, but it was here, warming my shoulders as I lounged in a metal chair in front of one of the town square pubs. A couple of bikes whizzed past us. Kids played between the bronze sculpture of jumping salmon and the abstract art fountain.


  Apparently oblivious to his surroundings, Michael played with the label on his barely-touched beer. He wasnt agitated like hed been on the way to talk explain things to Dylan, but he was definitely nervous. So much for “dont worry about it.”


  He glanced at his watch, then exhaled sharply and went back to peeling the label. “Youre sure hell be here?”

  I nodded. “You know Seth. He doesnt know the meaning of „on-time.”

  That brought a faint laugh out of him. “Okay, good point.”

  It took everything I had not to reach for his arm. He was still getting the hang of being anywhere close to out, and knowing our luck, Id have my hand on him right when Seth showed up. So I kept my hands around the base of my beer, which I hadnt touched much either.

  Maybe five minutes later, closer to ontime than Id seen him in recent memory, Seth emerged from the thin afternoon crowd. Hands in his pockets, an expression that rivaled Michaels for nerves, he approached slowly, almost cautiously.

  None of us spoke until Seth eased himself into the empty third chair with a noncommittal, “Hey.”

  “Hey.” Michael kept his gaze down, swallowing hard.

  Seth flagged down a waiter and ordered a beer. None of us said anything until the waiter returned and handed Seth a brown bottle.

  Once the three of us were alone again, Michael cleared his throat. “So. I guess you already know. About…” He gestured at himself and me.

  “Yeah, I do,” Seth said. “I…Im curious, though. Why didnt you ever tell me?”

  Michael took a deep breath. “Because I wasnt completely sure myself until…” He glanced at me before looking at Seth. “Until recently.”

  “But, did you think you might be?” Seth asked. “I mean, did this just come out of the blue?” He inclined his head. “Or did you think about it earlier on?”

  “Um, well…” Michael swallowed hard. “To be honest? I had some idea before you came out to me.”

  Seth exhaled. “I figured.”

  “You did?”

  Nodding, Seth said, “About the time Charlie Turner joined us in band? Hell yeah.”

  Michaels mouth fell open and his face colored. “You knew about that?”

  Seth laughed softly. “Come on. You werent exactly subtle.”

  Michael laughed. “Man, I didnt think anyone knew.”

  “Well, I dont think Charlie ever caught on.”

  “Thank God for that.” Michael set his shoulders back and looked Seth in the eye. “Just so were clear, I wasnt out to hide anything from you. I thought about telling you. God, I dont even know how many times I thought about that.”

  “But why didnt you?” Seth asked, his tone gentler than Id ever heard it before. “What did you think I would do?”

  “It wasnt you. I just didnt want to say anything because I didnt want to accept it myself.” Michael reached for my hand. “And I didnt fully accept it until recently.”

  Seth looked at our hands for a long moment. “I can respect that. I really can, because coming out…” He whistled. “Not an easy thing to do. And it was a bit of a surprise, but, hey, if you guys are happy together, then Im happy for you.”

  “Youre not upset that I never told you?”

  Seths normal response would have been made of snark, but there wasnt a trace of sarcasm in his voice when he spoke. “Michael, if you werent ready to tell me or anyone else, who am I to hold that against you? I, of all people, know how hard it is to come out.”

  “I know,” Michael said, “which is what worried me. You trusted me enough to come out, but I couldnt return the favor?”

  “Its not a favor.” Seth leaned forward, folding his arms behind his beer and looking Michael in the eye. “You didnt owe me the truth. Yeah, I hope you can trust me enough with things like this, but did you trust yourself with it?”

  Michael straightened, lowering his gaze. “I…maybe thats it.”

  “Course it is.” Seth picked up his beer. “Im never wrong, you know that.”

  Michael laughed. “Oh, how could I ever forget?”

  “No doubt.” Seth gestured at him with the half-empty bottle. “Can you believe this guy? What the hell?” Chuckling, he brought his beer up to his lips. After hed taken a drink, the seriousness returned to his tone. “I mean it, Mike. Honestly. You had to figure it out on your own, and when you were ready, I would have listened.” His gaze slid toward me. “Or when your boyfriend was ready, as it were.”

  My face burned, but when Michael laughed, so did I.

  Then, to Seth, he said, “Apparently I just needed a few years to really get it through my head before I could tell you.” His eyes darted toward me. “Or anyone else.”

  “Well, no one ever accused you of being a fast learner.” Beat. They both laughed, and Seth said, “Dont worry about it, man. Seriously.”

  “Thanks,” Michael said. “I think.”

  Seth just chuckled. “Im not all that surprised youre gay, to be quite honest,” he said, his tone serious. “Im really not. Theres just one thing I really, really do notget.”

  “And that is?”

  Seth picked up his beer and gestured toward me with it. “What the fuckis up with your taste in men?”

  Michael and I both laughed aloud.

  “Love you too, Seth,” I said.

  “Im just saying.” He shrugged. “If you were worth dating, Id have gone after you myself a long time ago.”

  I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, okay. Weve been over this before. Youre not my type, Im not yours.”

  “Exactly.” He raised his beer in a mock toast. “Hence my assessment youre not worth dating.”

  “Youre a real pal, you know that?”

  “Dont take it personally,” Michael said with a smirk. Winking at me, he added, “Hed change his tune if he knew some of the things I did.”

  Seth stared at him, speechless for once in his goddamned life. Then he shuddered. “God. I dont even want to know.”

  “Liar,” I said into my beer bottle.

  He flipped me the bird, and Michael and I snickered.

  “So how does Daina feel about all this?” Seth asked. “With Dylan living with you twoand all?” He paused. “Did she know you were gay?”

  “She didnt know,” Michael said, shaking his head. “But she does now, and shes cool with it.”

  I chuckled. “And Dylan sure approves.”

  Seths eyebrows jumped. “Does he, now?”

  “Yeah,” I said. “Boyfriends are better than girlfriends.”

  Seth blinked.

  Snickering, Michael said, “Because according to him, girls are gross.”

  Seth threw his head back and laughed. “Are you serious?”

  “Hand to God,” I said. “I witnessed the whole thing.”

  “Well, shit.” Seth set his beer on the table. “He could write the marketing slogans for that mythical gay agenda.” He made a sweeping gesture in the air like he was outlining an imaginary sign. “Go gay, because girls are gross.”

  Michael choked on his beer.

  “I think I should tattoo that on both of you,” Seth said. “Banners across your chests. On the house.”

  “Ill pass, thanks,” I said.

  “Me too.” Michael smirked. “No tattoos for me anyway. I hate needles.”

  Seth and I both eyed him incredulously.

  “What?” He showed his palms. “Something I said?”

  The three of us laughed, and then Michael held up his beer bottle. “To supportive, understanding friends.”

  Seth raised his. “Even when those friends have god-awful taste in men.”

  “And even worst taste in tattoo artist friends,” I said, clinking the neck of my bottle against theirs.

  “Hey, fuck you.” Seth took a drink, and as he sat back in his chair, he gestured down the road leading toward his shop. “You know, Mike, that office space across from Ink Springs is still available.”

  “Is it?” Michael tapped his beer bottle against the edge of the table, his gaze drifting toward the same road. “Hmm. I might have to check it out.” Then he looked at me, and the corner of his mouth rose. “It wouldgive me a shorter commute.”

  I smiled. “Thats true, it would.”

  “And,” Seth said with a grin, “Id just have to walk across the street for my appointments.”

  “Ah ha!” Michael smacked his arm. “I knew there was something Sethserving in this.”

  “Well, yeah.” Seth shrugged. “Whatd you expect? Altruism?” “From you? Please.”

  I nodded. “What he said.”

  Seth waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah, fuck you both.”

  “As far as this office space,” Michael said, “as long as were down here, why dont we go have a look?”

  We finished our beers, paid our tabs and left the pubs patio, wandering into the thin afternoon crowd.

  As we strolled across the cobbled town square, heading toward Seths shop and the place that could one day become Michaels clinic, in broad daylight and with people all around us, Michael laced his fingers between mine.

  I glanced at him and smiled, curling my fingers around the back of his hand. It was hard to say exactly what this was or where this would go. Wed done things completely out of order: moving in together, then sleeping together, then figuring out we had something worth all the complications and headache such an arrangement could bring. But Id never been one to do things the right way, and Michael seemed perfectly content with wandering down this crooked, unbeaten path with me and figuring it out as we went.

  It was too soon to call it something as complex as love, too late to call it something as simple as lust. All I knew was, as we walked hand in hand from the town square toward Seths shop in the heart of the Light District, I was happy. Life wasnt perfect. The pain in my shoulder still pestered me at times, if with less enthusiasm. All my stress hadnt magically evaporated. My club wasnt miraculously a profitable, well-oiled machine.

  But I had Michael. And we were happy.

  I brought our hands up and kissed the backs of his fingers, and Michael smiled. I returned it, and, as I lowered our hands, we kept walking.

  Maybe my fuckedup shoulder hadnt ruined my life after all.
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  * * *


  Don’t miss Getting Off The Ground by L. A. Witt,

  available at AmberAllure.com!


  After being stood up at the altar, compulsive over-planner Elliott Chandler decides to turn a honeymoon on Oahu into a vacation for one. Fate puts a hitch in his plans, however, when the airport is snowed in and his flight is delayed.

  In the airport, the jilted groom catches the eye of another stranded traveler—the laidback and very sexy Derek Windsor. Derek breaks the ice and strikes up a conversation, and as the temperature drops outside, the heat between them rises. Pity they’re both going to different islands, but if their flight doesn’t leave soon, Mr. Calm- and-Cool may just tempt Mr. Play-It-Safe to do something reckless.


  And that plane isn’t going anywhere any time soon…
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