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  Part I:  Rob


  


   


   


  Chapter One


   


  The room heaved with bodies, lights, booze and energy. Rob sipped from his red cup, observing. As a pledge in the fraternity he had zero play. Less than zero really. But the female options in the room kept eyeballing him. So he felt good about his odds. He stood up straighter, arranged his face in “I don’t give a shit” lines. Easy.  He raised the cup to his likely target across the room, letting her see him flick his gaze first down, then up, her luscious form.


  “Nice one.” Some guy moved up beside him. Rob glanced over, annoyed at the distraction. “Watch me work.” The tall, gangly, black-haired, fellow pledge tossed over his shoulder as he started toward Rob’s target. But stopped when Rob put a firm hand on his arm.


  “Hold up dude. That one’s mine.”


  The guy looked back at him, his blue eyes twinkling. “Not likely.” 


  Rob raised an eyebrow. “Watch me work, asshole. Take notes.” Rob made his way across the room, absorbing the glare of the guy behind him as he narrowed in on the girl of the night.


   


   


  Later, he sat on the fraternity house roof, listening to the clamor of a busy Midwest college die down in the early Saturday morning hours. Rob looked over as the dark-haired guy crawled out of the nearest open window.


  The guy stretched his long legs out and sighed with satisfaction. Rob took another hit, enjoying the cool night air on his bare chest, then turned, holding out the joint. “Rob Frietag. Nice to meet you.” The guy laughed so hard Rob was half afraid he’d tumble off the roof onto the quad below.  Finally he stopped, and accepted what Rob passed over to him.


  “Yeah, you too.” He took a long draw, let the smoke trail out his nostrils before answering. “I think we may have hit on something here. She was…” He trailed off.


  Rob kept his eyes trained on the horizon.  “Worth the effort, I’d venture.” 


  He took the joint back, shooting the guy a dark look. But his open, handsome face revealed nothing but contentment. And considering they’d just doubled-teamed a girl the first day they met, it made Rob chuckle. “You got a name, partner?” 


  They both looked up at the female noises floating out of the window. “Jack. Jack Gordon.  And I think we have a lovely four years ahead of us Rob.” Rob turned away again, letting the combination of post-orgasm and weed coat his aching brain.  "And may I just say, you are off the hook man. Truly. I thought I had play but you, you define the word ‘game.’ ” Rob looked over his bare shoulder, taking in Jack’s long lean torso, his jeans clad legs. 


  “I guess.” Rob looked away again. “Sounds like you’re up again.”


  "All right, I think I can rise to the occasion.” Jack leaned forward. “You okay man?"


  "Yeah. I am superb. I've got life by the throat. Every fucking day."


  "Nice."


  Rob heard his new friend sigh, stand, stretch and duck back inside the open window, to the sounds of feminine squeals and deep, masculine laughter. He sat, contemplating how this new chapter of his life had started.


   


  ****


   


  Two Years Later


  “Up and at ‘em asshole!” Rob flicked the blanket back, revealing his roommate curled around an attractive blonde female. “We have a schedule, remember?”


  Jack groaned and groped for the cover. His bedmate squealed as lights flooded the early morning gloom of their room. “Dude. Go the fuck away.” He tugged the t-shirt-clad woman toward him. Rob smirked at the girl, who smiled at the sight of him.


  She stretched, and Rob couldn’t help but admire the long line of her tanned legs and the sight of that sweet, pink…he shook his head. The girl made a pouty face and turned over to drape one of her legs over Jack’s. “Where did you go last night?”


  “Rob doesn’t do sleepovers sweetheart.” He kissed her hair and made a pleased sound as her hand disappeared under the sheet.


  Rob frowned. “Nope. Sorry doll. Mr. Gordon and I have to get the fuck out of dodge. We have reservations and I refuse to miss a second on the slopes. Vayámonos. Time for the walk of shame.” He smacked the smooth skin of her ass, biting back the urge to dive into the bed and sandwich her like they’d done not too many hours before.


   But the humming energy in his ears kept him standing. Despite the distinct sounds of unhappiness coming from his friend’s side of the bed.  He clutched the paper in his pocket, the one that spurred him once again to jump into life’s fray. At that moment, he needed more than a place for his cock. He needed action, required forward motion, immediately.


  “Sorry my love.” Jack sat and shot Rob an angry glance. “But my friend here is right. We gotta hit the road.” The girl slid off the huge bed, wrapped the sheet around her thin frame and flounced into the bathroom without another word.


  “You fucking owe me for that,” Jack grumbled, as he tugged on shorts and stretched before stumbling into the tiny kitchen for coffee.  “Jesus.” He sipped, leaning against the counter as they both watched the woman emerge, dressed, her long hair scraped back into a ponytail.


  She sauntered over to Rob and put a hand right on his zipper.  He grinned and leaned in to kiss her, temptation mounting as she thrust her tongue into his mouth and molded her body to his, keeping the pressure on him until his cock responded in kind. “Mmm…” the girl’s throaty voice made the room darken. The adrenaline rush pounding through him took on a life of its own. Suddenly, he needed to fuck something so bad it hurt.


  He gripped her arms. Tore his mouth from hers. “Okay, you convinced me.” She grinned, unzipped him, and slipped to her knees. “Nope.” Rob gripped her arm and pulled her back up, turned her around to his roommate, friend and partner in female defilement.  Jack raised an eyebrow over his coffee cup at the sight. Rob whispered in her ear, cupping a firm breast at the same time. “Suck his cock baby. Like you mean it.” She grinned over her shoulder at him.


  “You guys are so bad,” Rob laughed as he put a hand on her arm. But she needed none of his encouragement. Jack’s cock was out and down her throat in the blink of an eye.


  Rob smiled as the other man fisted his hands in the girl’s hair, spread his legs and fucked her mouth. It was quite a sight. Rob ran a hand up and down his own shaft watching her wet lips cover Jack’s thickness, lick her way around his swollen head, lap at the fluid beaded at the tip. Jack’s voice was low. “Yeah baby, now swallow it, that’s it, all the way down. Yes...” his voice ended with a breathy hiss. The girl’s hand disappeared under Jack’s balls, and his hips took on a more meaningful rhythm.  “God!” Jack cried out as his face reddened and the girl moaned. Rob saw creamy fluid leak out of the corner of her mouth. She gave him one last lick, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.


  Rob grabbed her, making her squeal, dove into her mouth with his tongue, tasting the salty tang of what Jack had given her before propping her up against the wall. He ground his own need against her. “You want more?” He gasped, meaning it. He was not about to force himself on anyone. She nodded, reached down and slipped her lacey excuse for panties down and off as Jack handed him a condom. Rob gave her the latex and exhaled slowly as she rolled it down his length.


  “More than okay,” she whispered, biting on his earlobe. “But I’m about to be better, I think.” Rob nodded, lifted her and held her up with his arms as she wrapped her lean legs around him. He slid into her with one long wet stroke, making them both moan. It didn’t take long. When he was in this frame of mind, he came fast and could do it five or six times a day. Besides, it was her idea… “Jesus!” He grunted and felt his whole body tingle as the orgasm gripped him.


              “Yes!” The girl cried out as Rob pounded into her up against the wall, his body pinning hers, forcing both of her legs up and around his waist. She gripped his shoulders, crying his name, and held him tight as the blessed release of orgasm blinded him for a few seconds.


  “Make it quick partner.” Jack yelled over the girl’s loud squeals of ecstasy. Rob kissed her again, lifted her up and off him, then wandered into the bathroom to clean up and gather the rest of his shit for their trip north. He walked out, duffle bag over his shoulder.


  “Later, babe,” he patted her ass as she re-adjusted her skirt. “We’ll call ya.”


  The girl stuck her tongue out at him, making him smile. Yeah, she knew the code. “We’ll call ya,” from the Rob and Jack tag team meant, “have a great life and thanks for your time.”


  Jack chuckled and pulled on a pair of jeans draped over a nearby chair, gave the girl a wholehearted kiss good-bye.  “Dude,” He grabbed water bottles and fruit as they watched the girl wander out onto the street to her car. “You are gonna kill me.”


  Rob smirked. “But you’ll die happy, won’t you, asshole?”


  Jack roared with laughter and tossed the keys to his truck to Rob who caught them mid air. “Yeah. You speak the truth my friend.”


  “So, can we please go now that you’ve gotten off?”


  “Me?” Jack tried to look shocked. Rob flipped him off as they pounded down the narrow, smelly stairway to the garage beneath the building. By the time they pulled out onto the street and parked behind a beat up van, the sun was high in the sky.


  “God dammit,” Rob grumbled as he shoved his sunglasses up his nose. “I’m gonna miss a whole day of powder, you dick.”


  Jack downed an entire bottle of water before answering. “Hey,” he pointed toward the group gathered by the van. “Who the hell is that?” Rob glared at him a minute before peering out at the group.


  Rob took in the familiar forms of their usual crew—four fraternity brothers, the female cousin of one of them, a friend of hers who’d been hanging out with them all lately, and… “Whoa.” He slipped the Ray-Bans down and took in the tall form of the unknown woman seated in the back of the van. She had one foot propped on the bumper, a beer in one hand, the long ebony fall of her hair hanging over one sunglass covered eye. There was no disguising her perfect hourglass shape. A little taller and fuller than Jack’s type, she made Rob’s scalp tingle. A new sensation and one he didn’t care for much.


  “Holy Penthouse pet, man.” Jack slapped his shoulder. “This trip just looked up as far as I’m concerned.”


  “Shut up.” Rob threw the truck into park and climbed out. Something felt strange. His usual restlessness buzzed between his ears, but the sight of the new girl had set him off even further. Although he had just gotten off, his cock had stirred back to life. Annoyed, he stayed behind the truck a minute.


  “About time, dickheads.” A petite redheaded girl leapt up into Jack’s arms. He caught her and planted a kiss on her lips.


  “It’s his fault Suzanne,” Rob nodded to the group. “I have beer. What’s your contribution?”


  “Same. A couple of bottles Smirnoff, OJ, chips and salsa. We can get the rest there.”


  “Asshole!” Jack shifted Suzanne to his back. “What food did we bring?”


  “I got it handled, Gordon. As usual. All you have to do is bring your swinging dick, preferably washed.” Rob rolled his eyes at the new girl, who hadn’t moved from her perch. He felt her eyes on him, even from behind her Oakleys. Unnerving. He forced himself to drag his gaze from the pale blue jeans hugging her hips, the way she put the brown bottle to her lips like it was a…  "Can we fucking go now people? I arranged this god damned junket; let’s get on with it.”


  He watched Jack drop Suzanne back to the sidewalk and saunter over to the new girl. “Who’s your friend?”  Jack spoke and sat, ignoring Rob completely.


  Rob gritted his teeth, a sudden surge of jealousy making him dizzy. She looked up at him, ignoring Jack.


  “Oh that’s Christine.” Suzanne clamored in next to her. “Christine, that’s Rob and Jack.” She rummaged around in one of the three coolers and emerged with three beers, tossed one to Jack and one to Rob. Rob opened his, downed half then tipped the bottle to the vision still sitting motionless at the back end of the van. His heart pounded a little too hard for his taste when she slid her sunglasses down and appraised him up and down.


  “See anything you like?” He kept his voice light, sucked back the beer to hide his discomfort. The entire tableau of people, his fraternity brothers, including his roommate, and the few girls invited on this trip disappeared when her eyes narrowed at his words. He raised an eyebrow, at a loss for the first time in years. A corner of her incredibly full lips lifted, at the same moment Jack draped an arm around her. She didn’t even acknowledge him. Kept her deep mocha-colored eyes trained on Rob’s.  He leaned on the truck. The moment spun out between them, as his body started responding involuntarily.


  “Nope.” Her voice was low, smoky, and dismissive.


  Jack laughed.  “Hot. And has great taste.” He handed her his beer. She took it without looking at him, took a drink and didn’t say another word. “I think I’m in love.” He leaned into her. She moved away imperceptibly while Rob watched the whole thing play out, a strange humming noise starting in his brain. Fine. Two can play the ignoring game. And I always win. She’ll be begging for it by tonight. He gave her his best slow, sexy grin then turned the rest of the group, ignoring the impulse to run his tongue along the curve of her full, pink lips.


  ****


  Rob’s skin felt hot and cold all at once. The wind whipped at his jacket. Snow blinded him as he shot down the hill past his group. The compulsion for movement had him in its firm grip. The need for speed, urgent calling for edginess, and the sheer adrenaline rush of being alive poured through his body. Fuck yes. This was how to live. All the years of bullshit, of "maybes," "hopefullys," and "don’t get too used to being healthys" blown away for six more months. He gripped his poles harder as the wind hit him from the side, nearly forcing him off the already rutted track. He heard shouting from somewhere, but crouched down, urging more speed from the physics of downhill motion, needing it more than his next lay.


  He swerved to avoid trees; loving the sensation of his leg muscles engaging, of his core keeping him upright. He was alone. Once again. In the dark. The snow flew straight at him, burned into the few exposed centimeters of skin on his face. Alive. That’s what he was. Alive. His thighs burned. He grinned, relishing the pain. He hit bottom, sliding to a perfect stop, throwing snow onto the waiting forms of Jack, Suzanne and a tall, white-garbed woman with coal black hair. He felt high, utterly flying with energy, heard himself laughing like a maniac. But the sound died on his lips at the look on his friend’s face.


  “What the fuck man?” Jack stalked up to him, awkward in ski boots, putting his sunburned face inches from Rob’s.  Rob glared at him, but sensed the anger radiating from the group.  “You are out of control.” Jack stayed up in his grill, gripped his bicep hard. “Do you have any idea what you just did?” His breathing was heavy. Rob narrowed his eyes, suddenly unsure.


  “Yeah. I just skied, stopped, and now you’re in my face. Back off.” He tried to shrug out of his grasp. But Jack wouldn’t let go.


  “No.” The look on Jack’s face made him pause. “You went down a closed fucking hill, you dumb ass showboat.”


  “No I didn’t.” He swallowed, sensing the sudden proximity of Christine. He would swear he could smell her. “Let go of me.” He yanked his arm out of his friend’s grip and clicked out of skis, picked them up and stalked away from the group. His brain buzzed and his cock was so hard it made him grunt in pain as he got as far from that girl as he could.


  “You’re not an adrenaline junkie. You’ve got a fucking death wish.” Jack hollered after him. Rob ignored them all. They’d never understand. Never. And he’d never tell them. He’d had enough bullshit sympathy to last him a lifetime.


  


  


   


  Chapter Two


   


  Rob watched as Jack threw his cards on the table to the sounds of jeering and cheering. Jack shrugged, and slipped out of his jeans, leaving him clad only in boxers and socks. Rob tried to keep his eyes off the girl next to him. His friend had kept his cool since the earlier confrontation, not speaking beyond the necessary words for bathroom coordination. They ate the ribs one of the guys had cooked on the huge grill provided with the condo, washing down the hot, Texas-style barbequed meat with ice-cold beer. Rob had kept apart from the crowd, sensing the anger that still lingered over his antics on the slopes.


  He still had most of his clothes on, as did Suzanne and one other of their friends. But Christine was down to her bra and panties. She remained seemingly unfazed by the scene while sipping straight Scotch, the swell of her near-perfect breasts above a black silk bra making all the men gape like idiots. Annoyed, he glanced at Suzanne at one point. Her eyes were narrowed, and on Jack. Rob sighed and stood, the drama quotient in the room more than he cared to endure.


  “I’m done.” He walked away without another word, realizing his rudeness but needing space more than he needed to be polite. The near constant hard on he’d been sporting since laying eyes on Christine made him wince with a combination of pain and aggravation. The frigid air hit him hard, cooling him from tip to toe. He sighed and flipped on the hot tub jets, stripping out of all his clothes before stepping into the bubbly water. Letting the heat soothe the ache in his quads from hours on the slopes, he leaned back, closed his eyes. Tried like hell to stop his brain from spinning.


  After years spent staring at four walls of a hospital room, he’d learned the hard way how to entertain himself. A voracious reader still, he was never without a couple of books and magazines at hand.  He still called on the old distraction tricks when he got stressed. Internal mantras about the next set of doctors giving him "good news," or Beatles songs he’d repeat on a endless loop in his imagination, all of it had worked then, why not use them now? He tried. But the recent memory of her near naked body kept intervening.


   Since being told at sixteen that his ten-year battle with leukemia was, for all intents and purposes, over, he’d kept a tight grip on the urge to plan an actual future.  The poison they had poured into his system in a seemingly vain attempt to kill the perfectly happy, living cancer cells in his blood, had finally worked. The cancer had grumbled and retreated into a cave of remission. A cave he walked up to every six months, nonchalantly whistling, hands tucked in his pockets or running through his new grown and now long blonde hair, expecting the worst.


  Rob’s mind whirled with snowy images and memories. The usual ones—his sobbing mother, his stoic father, the creepy, smelly priest who had a thing about patting Rob’s leg higher and higher on his thigh every time he visited—they never faded. No matter how many sheer cliff walls he climbed or black diamond slopes he shot down. His direct “fuck you” to the deadly cells that he still sensed, lurking, growling and pissed off at him. Ready to pounce.


  He sighed, and sank further down into the steamy bubbles. He nearly leapt out of his skin when something ice cold touched his shoulder. “Shit!” He glared at Jack.


  “Calm my brother,” Jack wandered around the sunken hot tub and perched on a wooden bench, holding his own beer. Rob curled his fingers around the brown bottle, aggravated but relieved by his friend’s presence. “Cheers.” Jack held up his bottle, waited until Rob did the same. They drained most of the twelve ounces in one gulp. The snow glowed faintly behind Jack’s nearly invisible silhouette. Rob chuckled.


  “Where is she?”


  “Where’s who?” Jack never admitted defeat. He went into denial mode. The amazingly hot, mysterious woman had obviously rejected his nearly naked flirtations during the poker game. Not something that happened often - to either of them. Rob heard the steadily louder laughter drift out of the glass doors. Suzanne trotted out, her small form encased in jeans and a giant wool sweater, a burning joint in one hand. She handed it to Jack as he drew her down to his lap. Rob wondered not for the first time, how the two of them never got together. They were so touchy-feely all the time.


  But Jack had assured him he had no interest in fucking up a perfectly great friendship with the slight, smart, red head. Rob had only asked once how actually having sex with a woman would “fuck up” a friendship. He hadn’t gotten a good answer then, and didn’t anticipate one now.


  Jack took a deep toke then Suzanne brought it to him. The weird sensation of jumpiness remained. Usually a long day of physical activity cured that for him, allowed him to sleep a few hours. Not today. His cock stirred, but he willed himself under control. There was no way he’d act like a horn dog around Christine. Nope. She’d come to him, eventually. The pot worked its usual calming magic. He smiled, and blew smoke straight up into the freezing air. Suzanne put a soft kiss on his lips before hopping up and heading back inside.


  Jack watched her leave. "Don’t start,” he muttered before stripping out of his clothes and climbing in across from Rob.


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Rob took another hit, then passed the joint to Jack. The aches he’d been nursing in his back and legs started to fade.


  Within a week of being given the all clear the day after his sixteenth birthday he’d headed to the gym, used every ounce of his near ten-year, bed-ridden pent up energy to get his body in the best physical shape he could. He ran for miles, lifted weights, did thousands of push-ups and sit-ups. Every sore muscle he viewed as a gift. Albeit one he had on loan from the cancer library. And that place had a real bitch of a librarian.


  “So,” Jack finished off the roach. “You gonna talk to me or what?”


  “You my therapist now?” Rob closed his eyes and tried to maintain the calm, to not let the antsy nerves he’d been fighting since that morning take over. He’d gotten his all-clear again. No reason to stress for another six months. He needed to focus on school. He’d declared himself a pre-med major and was about to hit the meat of that program with a couple of four-hundred level chem classes this semester.


  “Nope. Just your friend. Or so I thought.”


  Rob let the comfortable silence between them spin out a few minutes then took a breath. “When I was seven years old I got beaned playing T-ball. Ended up in the hospital for an x-ray. My mom told the ER doc I’d been getting nosebleeds a lot, like every night for a month. A few tests later I officially had six months to live.”


  Jack took a breath, but stayed quiet, for which Rob was grateful.  He hated this shit. Hated it nearly as much as living through it. The awkward sympathy he’d get always rang false. He didn’t like feeling angry at healthy people. But he did. “I spent the next ten or so years in a various hospitals and clinics, getting the equivalent of Drain-O pumped into my veins to try and slow the aggressive cancer cell coup occurring in my blood stream. All kinds of fucking experts, students, researchers came at me. My parents had great insurance. I was an anomaly for a while. It was an oncologist’s wet dream.  And yes, I went to Disney World as a bald, pitiful-looking little kid. At that point I had six months to live…again. I lived my life between the ages of seven and sixteen in six month increments.”


  He drank the rest of his beer. “Got any more?” Jack rose, water sluicing off his lean muscles. Rob stared at him, admiring his friend’s physique and rugged good looks for the thousandth time.


  As much as his fraternity brothers and friends claimed he had “play” Rob never acknowledged it. Figuring he was just standing in for some other, tall, blonde, good-looking pussy magnet, marking time until the sickly kid returned, eyes huge and yellow, as his liver fought and lost the battle. He continued. “I had a liver transplant and now only have one functioning kidney.” Jack yanked back the cold beer he’d been ready to hand him. Rob laughed. “But my new liver must have come from a healthy nun because I have no limitation on drinking, other than, you know, becoming an alcoholic or whatever.”  Jack slipped back into the water. Rob bit his lip, tried to get his roiling emotions under control. He’d never told this story to anyone.


  “My father died an alcoholic, a year before I got my all-clear. He was a cold bastard. And rich. So I’m set, pretty much.” Jack looked up and over Rob’s shoulder at the sound of the door opening onto the deck. The sight of his friend’s raised eyebrow told Rob one thing—Christine had emerged. Rob’s chest tightened.


  Of all the times they’d shared women, he’d never once begrudged Jack. They had a good system. A tag-team flirt machine that most women fell for astonishingly fast. Their record was ten minutes from eye contact to double penetration in the girl’s sorority house bedroom while her friend watched. She’d been hot, sleek and later, way too clingy. They’d had her once more that week, in their selfish, youthful way, then neither of them returned her calls.


  Rob shook his head. This one he would not share. He glared at Jack as they both studiously ignored the woman. She took a seat on the wood bench, a beer in one hand, her sleek black hair pulled back. The one lone tendril that framed her face made Rob clench his fists. He wanted to tuck it behind her ear, then lick that spot at the corner of her plump lips, taste her there. Taste her fucking everywhere. Jesus. His cock sprang to attention and his brain swam at the sudden lack of blood combined with pot and however many beers he’d consumed that day. She stayed silent.


  “Remission?” Jack spoke, jarring Rob out of his reverie. He shifted a little, experiencing that strange pleasure/pain of a hard on with no obvious outlet in the near future. “I mean…if you want to tell me.”


  Rob cocked his head to one side. He was high as a fucking kite right now and his dick could cut diamonds. It was a buzz. Just how he liked it. He laughed. “Yeah. Remission. But it will be back. I’m sure of it.”


  “Well, that explains your asshole-ish behavior. Mostly.”


  “Yeah. So what’s your excuse?”


  Jack flipped him off. The sexual tension on the deck ramped up a notch. Rob stared at his friend, giving into a brief fantasy he’d entertained. Then shook his head to dispel it. If he ever went down that road it would not be with Jack Gordon, and he knew it.


  “You guys are pretty hot, you know it?” Christine’s raspy voice made them both look up. “Yin and Yang. Dark and light. Bet that’s worked well for you so far.” She sipped her beer, one long leg tucked up underneath her. Rob blinked, unable to stop staring at the high red of her cheekbones, the lean line of her neck. He gulped as she stood. The snow seemed to highlight her, make her skin glow as she slipped out of her jeans and pulled the sweatshirt over her head.


  “Fuck. Me.” Jack murmured at the sight.  The perfect swell of her breasts, tipped with rock hard pink nipples made Rob’s head pound. Her thighs were strong, he noted, as the utterly ridiculous thought that he should get her workout routine crossed his lust addled brain. He’d never seen quads like that on a woman. His eyes traveled upward, took in the light dusting of coal black hair over her sex, to the definition of her abs and back to those amazing…He looked away, angry with himself for being so easy, and furious with her for doing this. For playing him.


  She slid into the water, and Rob nearly came without a single touch at the sweet sound of satisfaction she made as she sunk down beneath the bubbles. He glared at her. She stared at him, her chocolate colored eyes expressionless, flat. He wanted her so bad he had to choke back protest when Jack put a hand on her bare shoulder, drew his finger along the line of her collar bone, up her neck. But when he tried his patented “turn her face and kiss her fast” move, she balked, moving away from him.


   Rob smiled and shrugged when Jack shot him a dark look. The haze of pot and beer, of stress and cold, of the near constant sensations of simultaneous relief and tension he lived with every day made him feel slow, languorous.  When he found himself face to face with her he was shocked. Her breath on his face, her tongue in his mouth, her body pressed against his underneath the water, her hand on his shaft, his hands caressing the amazing swell of her breasts—it all passed in some kind of surreal dream state.


  He had no idea where Jack went, only that he had disappeared, thank god. He fisted a hand in Christine’s silky hair, tugged on it, exposing her neck to his lips and teeth. She made that noise again, somewhere between a soft, breathy moan and a grunting sigh of satisfaction as she leaned over him so he could suck a perfect nipple between his lips. “Harder,” she whispered, clutching at his hair, holding him in place. He bit down on her flesh. His hips moved of their own accord, as his cock sought release. He nearly cried out from the overwhelming need to be inside her. But she stayed up on her knees keeping that part of them separate. The soft warm folds of her sex against the agony of his erection made him breathless. She smiled, lowered her lips to his and kissed him, sucked his tongue into her mouth, and shifted her hips just enough.


  “Holy mother of…yes…” Rob sighed as she sank down on him, enveloping his need, his every molecule. He kept one hand buried in her hair and watched her face as she moved up and down on his cock, controlling the angle and speed to suit herself. She ground her clit against his pubic bone, flexing her pussy around him so hard he groaned. Concentrating on the way the stars spun around overhead, the quadratic equation, his upcoming chemistry lab assignment; anything lest he shoot his load in seconds.


  She gripped his shoulders. “Look at me,” her sexy, raspy voice commanded. He opened his eyes, not remembering when he closed them.  She leaned in, forced her tongue between his lips again, as she moved her hips so fast Rob nearly blacked out. The orgasm smacked him right between the eyes as he gripped her full hips and pounded into her, coming in a glorious roar of ecstasy that she matched, even latching onto his shoulder with her teeth as her pussy contracted and spasmed around him, tugging him through the climax harder, longer than he’d ever felt in his life. “Damn.” She whispered, licking the place on his shoulder that already hurt from her bite. “Sorry.” She put her hands on his face, held him steady as he tried to focus on her.


  “It’s okay. I-I think I love you.” He stuttered at one point, sighed as she lifted herself up and off him, moving to the far side of the hot tub. The tips of her still erect nipples poked up from the water, making Rob bite the inside of his cheek to keep from climbing all over her again. His cock had not softened one bit. He felt fully alive and completely buzzed all at once. He laughed up into the cold air. Laughed so loud and hard he heard the door opening behind him.


  “You kids are awfully loud out here.” Jack’s voice was tight. But Rob did not care as he stared at Christine. Her eyes sparkled and her skin glowed. Winter break had definitely taken a turn for the better.


   He frowned when she rose, letting the water slide off her skin. A funky, possessive feeling made the edges of his vision blur. He wanted to tell her not to do that; to cover up, not to let Jack see her gloriousness. Crazy. He shook his head and, by the time he realized she was gone, he actually wondered if he’d dreamed the whole damn thing. His cock was still hard enough to fuck two or three more women. He groaned, as the sweet post-orgasm relaxation rolled through him.


   


   ****


   


  “No, we can’t.” The whisper near his ear made Rob blink, then roll over. “Shhh... Oh shit, don’t stop.” He placed Jack’s voice.



  What the hell?


  A hangover threatened and Rob knew his only defense at this point would be to sleep more, to get past the worst of it. A soft grunt, a moan, a distinct shifting of skin on sheets. He put a pillow over his head. He’d not originally planned for this many people on this trip and the condo only had one bedroom and a couple of pull out couches. Christine had claimed one for herself, the other two girls had the other one, and the men were draped all over the bedroom. But last night had ended in a swirl of pot and booze.


  By the time Rob had dragged himself out of the hot tub, feeling rubbery-legged and well satisfied, the group was passing around another joint.  He’d sensed Christine’s eyes on him, following him, as he drank about a gallon of water. Then, ignoring the room on purpose to avoid the temptation to scoop the woman up and toss her over his shoulder, he’d fallen face first on the bed and passed out. The only thing he remembered was the sound of Suzanne crawling up next to him, muttering about “too much noise” and something that sounded like “just rest a minute in here.”


  He rolled onto his back when the bed started rocking and looked over to see their red headed friend straddling Jack, one hand propped on his chest, the other gripping his thigh, moving her hips and moaning. Groaning at the ache in his head Rob sat, struggled to his feet and stumbled out. Taking one last look back he saw Jack sit up, cradle Suzanne on his lap as they rocked in unison.


  Could get interesting. He walked into the still dim kitchen to make coffee and throw some bread in the toaster. The familiar sounds of a morning kitchen soothed him, remembering the few times his parents and he were home as he grew up, everyone in the house, but on edge thanks to him. His mother loved coffee and kept a pot going nearly all day, every day. The process gave him comfort as he went about filling the pot, measuring the black grounds into the basket, listening to the burble as it came to life. Another day started.


  “Does he know?” Rob jumped, and gripped the edge of the sink at the interruption.


  “Jesus Christ. You sure know how to sneak up on a guy.” He turned, hoping to capture the tall gorgeous woman in his arms but she sank into a chair, munching on an apple. The too-large sweatshirt slid down exposing her shoulder, making him blink and clutch the chair back. She observed him a minute, taking small bites and chewing them, letting the silence spin out around them. The tingling in his spine climbed up to the base of his brain. “Does who know what?” He didn’t mean to sound angry. He needed to get the fuck out of there, away from her.


  “Jack.” Her voice was easy-going, calm, as if she were asking about the weather. Rob glared at her. In the matter-of-fact fashion he’d come to associate with her she floored him with her next words. “Does he know you are in love with him?”


  Rob’s jaw dropped. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


  She shrugged. “I could have misjudged, but I don’t think so. Do you?” She leveled that dark stare at him, and he squirmed under it.


  A sharp pain pierced his chest. “You’re nuts.” He started to walk past her, but she stopped him, threading her fingers through his.


  “I don’t mind, you know. I’m just saying. You might want to acknowledge it; get past it.”


  “I’m straight. Thanks.” He pulled his hand from hers, with reluctance. It was warm, and made him want to kiss her.


  “I’m sure you are.” She leaned back. The sweatshirt neck dropped further, exposing the upper swell of one breast. Fury surged through him.


  Who the hell did she thinks she was anyway? He was the seducer. He and Jack. Not her. He had no frame of reference for the pain swirling in his gut, the eerie tightness in his chest, or for the images in his brain. He walked away, found his gear and headed for the slopes.


  He didn’t see any of them for the rest of the day. Simply focused on taking every black diamond slope he found including the one he hit the day before. When he got back to the condo, everyone greeted him as if he’d never left. Jack and Suzanne still clung on each other like a pair of lovebirds. Her cousin had coupled up with one of the other guys and they kept disappearing into the bedroom. Christine was curled up on one couch with a book, the firelight throwing yellow hues onto her skin, which was already reddened from a day in the sun-shot snow. Rob forced himself not to look at her.


  It was his turn to cook so he started slamming shit around in the kitchen, trying to ease some of his frustration. By the time he had the pork and beef, onions and green peppers sizzling in one large pan, the tomato sauce, spices and beans in the other, he’d downed four beers and had calmed somewhat. Kitchens did it for him, no doubt. Sensing someone behind him at one point, he turned. Jack was poking through the fridge, pulling out grapes, cheese and beer. “Seems like you broke your vow,” he crossed his arms and watched his friend give him an odd look. “I mean, about Suzanne.” Jack sighed and tossed a grape in the air. Rob caught it in his mouth, chewed, swallowed and spoke. “Think that was wise?”


  “No.”


  Rob waited for more. Jack just shrugged and took a long drink of his beer.  “But I want to do it again.” His eyes lingered on the red headed woman as she laughed and schooled one of the other guys at a game of darts.


  “Better not, unless you’re looking for something more permanent. She’s not our usual type Jack. Don’t hurt her.”


  “I know. I know.” Jack leaned against the counter, clad only in flannel pants, his jet-black hair dripping from a shower. Rob frowned as he quashed the image of himself running a hand down his friend’s rough jaw, wanting the sense the sandpapery rasp of his skin. He turned, re-focusing on the meal. The tension between the two men was something Rob simply did not want to explore. Jack was his friend, and he wanted to keep it that way, no matter how conflicted he might be about his own motivation. Finally, Jack wandered back out, leaving Rob to his tumbled thoughts.


  He combined the ingredients into a gigantic soup pot, pulled homemade cornbread from the oven and set shredded cheese, sour cream, and hot sauce on the table. A hand snaked around his waist as he stood at the sink. He closed his eyes at the sensation of warm breath against his neck. “Missed you today.” Christine’s voice brought his whole body to attention. He moved , hoping she’d get the hint and let go of him. He had a very bad feeling about this—about the intensity of his need for her. He had no business getting emotionally attached to anyone, or letting anyone get close to him, lest that bitch of a cancer librarian crook her finger and call in his loan. He sighed as she leaned against his back, both arms circling him now, her firm breasts pressed against his back.


  “Watch it or I’m likely to lose control,” he winced. Way to give it away Frietag, so much for subtlety.


  She giggled, and bit his earlobe. “Good. I’ll be ready for it. Later. You’ll know when.” She slapped his ass and was gone.


   


   


  Within an hour they lay in the mess of sheets and blankets, their skin drying under the creaking ceiling fan. Rob tried to get his brain to still, to stop sending him images of him, with her, forever. He had no forever and no reason to think otherwise. She ran a finger down his jaw, tracing his neck then his pecs, making him shiver. “You’re pretty amazing.” She kissed his shoulder then lay back, flopping a bare leg over his. He fought off the impending, refractory nap. He’d cornered her in the laundry room while the others ate, yanked her sweats and his jeans down and fucked her hard up against the wall, grunting and crying out, wordless, intense and a little angry as his lack of self-control.


  Afterward, she’d kissed him so long and so hard he’d gotten a strange feeling of rightness, of perfection. A sense of completeness he rejected in favor of lifting her up and carrying her the few steps to the empty bedroom. He dumped her on the sheets and dove between her luscious legs, using his lips, tongue and fingers to bring her a near operatic series of orgasms. His scalp still hurt where she’d yanked his hair while giving him direction, guiding him to her hot spots; teaching him shit he thought he already knew, but clearly had more to learn.


  The taste of his own cum as he licked her sweet lower lips had not been unpleasant, and by the time he’d been about to burst, she’d flipped herself over, and exposed her amazing, heart-shaped ass to him, handed him a tube of lubrication, making him nearly dizzy with need.


  The sensation as she released herself to him gave him that odd, completely happy feeling again. He’d come so hard he’d nearly passed out from the effort, filling her, as she guided his hand around to her clit drawing yet another climax out of her body.  They’d had a quick shower together, kissing, groping, laughing, ending with them on the bed.  She propped herself up on one elbow. Rob sensed her stare but kept his eyes closed.


  “I didn’t mean to presume anything about you and Jack.” She kept her voice low. Rob’s skin prickled as her leg moved against his.


  He shivered, realizing he might as well own up to it, at least to her. “It’s okay. I try to be completely honest with myself. We’ve done a lot of shit together. One girl wanted us to kiss once and we were so drunk we did it. I never thought I’d like it.  I did. But right now, I’ll just say I’m damn glad you decided to join us.” He pulled her down to his face, kissed her slowly, letting his lips and tongue say more than words could. His eyes burned. The sudden need to have her in his arms forever terrified him.


  She tensed. “Okay, well, you know since we are being honest, I have a boyfriend. Back at school.” Rob stared at her. “I mean, um, we are on a break right now but...”


  He sucked in a breath, and rolled out from under her, sitting on the side of the bed and bunching the sheets in his fists, lest he launch himself out into the stratosphere of really stupid behavior. She sat beside him, resting a hand on his thigh. He pulled away, his brain already going into self-protection mode. “Good. Because I don’t get attached. You are, however, an amazing lay.” He stood, and walked out, getting shitfaced drunk with the rest of the group and ignoring her when she emerged, unwilling to meet her eyes when she tried to capture his as she’d been doing for the past two days.


  Fuck that shit.


  Jack guided him to a couch at one point, throwing a quilt over his limp form. “Wait,” He clutched his friend’s arm. “I..., I’m…,” he’d revealed so much about himself in the few days, too much. It made him nervous, and relieved. Jack sat next to him, his blue eyes bright. Suzanne joined him, gazing down at him. Worried looks on both their faces. “Shit.” Rob threw a hand over his eyes. He knew that look and he did not want it. “Go ‘way. Leave me ‘lone. Keep her,” he pointed blearily over to the beautiful woman across the room, “the fuck away from me.” He remembered nothing else from the night.


  


  Chapter Three


   


  Three Months Later


  The chef did a complex dance around the huge kitchen, while Rob tried hard not to panic. He’d made a leap that spring, sought out and found a job at a popular, upscale restaurant for the summer instead of taking the lab job he’d had lined up. Jack had gone home to Ann Arbor for his usual summer of manual labor with his father’s building company. Bitching to high heaven with every phone call and email, but always returning with a well-padded bank account for his efforts.  He and Suzanne had eased back into their friendship state, and Jack claimed he’d been hands off, and would remain so, for both their sakes.


  The night before Jack had hit the road south they’d shared a joint and a case of beer on their miniscule balcony, tossing empties down onto the crappy, dead lawn. To his credit, Jack hadn’t brought up the cancer since the trip north.  He had all the information he required, Rob supposed. But their easy camaraderie felt changed somehow and he wasn’t willing to explore the reasons why. He had extended the lease on their dump of an apartment and stayed, enjoying the quiet calm of a college town in the summer months.


  That, and Christine.


  He smiled to himself, letting the rawness of his cock remind him of the strange state in which he existed. She’d appeared at his door the day after Jack left, with a suitcase, a laundry basket, and a smile that set his heart on fire. She’d tossed everything down and launched herself into his arms. They had done little but eat and fuck since.


  “You! New boy, get your ass over here,” Rob snapped his attention back, erasing the previous night’s session and the ensuing discussion from his brain. Soon, he was up to his elbows in foie gras and then screwing up batch after batch of a lemon reduction sauce. He loved it.


   


  ****


   


  One night, about halfway into the steamy Michigan summer, it happened.  He sat on the small balcony, listening to the summer-quiet college town sleep, sipping a beer, trying with everything he had not to run back inside and declare his love for the woman who’d fallen into his life. He sensed innately that doing so would get him exactly nowhere with her. She was simultaneously under his skin and a million miles away.


  “Hey,” he jumped when a hand landed on his shoulder. She slid onto his lap, kissing him in that way that made him horny, possessive and terrified all at once.  The night sounds enveloped them, and Rob let his brain slip away from the constant background thoughts of “limited time” and “remission” which haunted him, and just enjoyed her. She sighed and put her head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


  He kissed her hair. “For what? For rocking my world for the last month and a half? For making me cook for you so I can practice?”


              She giggled and snuggled deeper into his arms. Rob had never felt more complete. But he knew, like all the good things in his life, this too was on loan, soon to be taken from him. Still, he couldn't have predicted her next words.


              “I got the call.” She kept her voice low. “I’m leaving in a week.”


              “Of course you are.” Rob tried to eliminate the anger from his tone. She’d been waiting to hear from the modeling agency for weeks. He'd had no doubt the call would come. He cupped the back of her neck, pulled her face close to his. “I love you.”


              “No. You just love what I’ve taught you.”  His cock hardened immediately at the sound of her gravelly, teasing tone. She had been instrumental in showing him the errors of his ways with the female anatomy. Pulling no punches about what he kept doing wrong. Their sessions left him amazed, drained, and on the constant edge of a hair-trigger orgasm. She bit his lower lip, sucked it into her mouth, grinding herself down against his lap. “You are amazing, Rob Frietag. You know that, right?” She whispered, as she nibbled her way down his neck.


              “Yeah? Then don’t leave. Stay here with me.”


              She stood, unzipped his jeans, lifted her skirt and settled herself back onto his aching flesh. She rocked against him, sucking his nipple, and by the time he rolled into a mind-bending climax he’d nearly forgotten her deflection. They decamped to the bedroom where he used his Christine-bestowed skills to bring her a series of shuddering orgasms with his tongue and fingers. Later, as she lay in his arms, tracing the line of blond hair between his navel and cock, he felt a wetness on his chest. He pushed her up, cupped her face between his hands. “You think I’m kidding? I love you.”


              “I know.” She let a tear drop onto his skin. He touched it, put the salt to his lips. “But, I can’t. You know that. I’m not staying here with you. Not with anybody. I have to…”


              He held up a hand. “Spare me. It’s okay.” His heart ached, but in some perverse way, he understood. He hated it. But he understood.


              A week later, she was gone. Rob spent the reminder of the summer before his senior year of college in a haze of regret and fury, pushing himself further at work and taking his body to the edge of its limits with daily ten-mile runs and weight lifting, driving himself to exhaustion every night. Mainly to avoid the dreams of her.


   


  **** 


   


  One Year Later


  “You are doing what?” He and Jack sat on their balcony, dressed in graduation gowns and nothing else, sucking back beer while watching the annual mayhem of graduation weekend unfold below them. They’d had dinner with the Gordons, enduring the evening only after fortifying themselves with a joint in the car before heading into the ritzy restaurant. The scowling, constant criticisms from John Senior were all par for the course. As soon as they could escape, they did. Heading back to their apartment, already demolished from a massive party the night before and laughing themselves sick about Jack’s step mother’s hand crawling up Rob’s thigh under the table.


  “Paris. France. You know, the country?” Rob lifted his bottle. The absence of Christine had formed a hole in his psyche; one he still had to manipulate daily just to resist calling her. But he had a new focus now. One that eased the pain somewhat.


  “Dude.” Jack tossed him another beer. “Uh, hello? Medical school? Endless nights studying for the MCAT? What the fuck? Cure for cancer and all that?”


  Rob sat back and observed his friend. Jack had grown in college, hit near six foot five, his body filling out and becoming ever more agreeable to the hoards of women they’d managed to amass in their four years in East Lansing together. His tastes had taken an interesting turn of late.  He’d invited Rob to join him at a “BDSM” party off campus. Rob was not entirely sure it was his thing, but Jack was grooving on it and seemed a natural, so who was Rob to judge? He pulled two pieces of paper from a folder on the table between them.


  “Ah, yeah, clean bill again, right?” Jack’s deep blue eyes locked onto his, making him uncomfortable.  He held up the PET scan report.


  “Yep. As a whistle.” He lit the thing on fire with Jack’s lighter, held it as long as he could then tossed it down to the dead lawn below. Then, he did the same with his acceptance letter from the University of Michigan's School of Medicine. Jack whistled, then slapped him on the shoulder.


  “You have a set of clanging balls my man. Clanging!” They hooted as the letter burned its way down to join its fellow, still-smoldering companion below. Rob felt a sudden lightness in his chest, a relief at the thought of taking the Cordon Bleu option—something his boss at the restaurant had even recommended. His mother was pissed, but what else was new?


  “And you? Still Chicago bound?” They settled back in their nearly broken lawn chairs, propping bare feet on the rickety iron rail.


  Jack shrugged. “Yeah. I’m not as brave as you, my brother.  Not even close.” He rose, stretched, and Rob kept his eyes trained outward. He shifted, a low buzzing sound starting in his ears, which he knew could only be remedied by one thing. “Law school for me. Then take over the old man’s construction company. Find a lovely girl. Father some spawn; join the country club. Lather. Rinse. Repeat.” 


  Rob sighed and watched Jack wander back into the apartment.  “I am feeling a need.” He called back to his friend. “A need...”


  Jack poked his head back out the door, a wicked grin on his face. “Thought you’d never ask. Check this out.” He tossed a device onto Rob’s lap. He picked it up, unfolded it, and realized it was some kind of phone. “Gordon Senior got them for us. Try it.” Rob put it to his ear, and grinned at the sound of a female voice on the other end.


   


  **** 


   


  Rob took another long drag from the joint, let his hand drift down to grip his shaft. He and Jack sat, watching the two girls writhe around each other.  Jack held up his glass of whiskey. Rob clinked it and stood. “Done being a spectator,” he kept his eyes pinned on the women kissing on his bed. “Break it up ladies. Rob needs some attention.” They giggled, and parted, letting him lie down between them. One latched onto his lips, the other one took his throbbing cock in her mouth. He threaded his hands in her hair and closed his eyes. Let himself imagine Christine one last time. After only a few minutes, he pushed one of them away from his face and sat. His need was great, overpowering and he had to do something about it. He could sense Jack’s presence near him. “


  You,” Jack’s voice was low, commanding. “Jenna, right?” The dark haired beauty who’d accompanied her friend over to their apartment looked up at him and nodded. “Roll over. My friend needs your ass.” She sighed and did so, nearly making Rob come all over himself at the sight of her sinuous, sexy form stretching and rolling, going up on all fours presenting her ass to him and her mouth to Jack’s waiting erection.


  He rolled a condom down over himself, letting the pot and booze numb him to the sight of his friend’s incredible thick cock fucking the girl’s mouth. The other girl was behind him now, kissing and nibbling at his neck, running her hands all over him, pinching his nipples, cupping his balls. She was like a god damned octopus.  The music pulsed through the room. The noise of the partying outside slipped in through the open sliding glass door. The girl slid a finger inside Jenna’s pussy, then pulled it out, put it to Rob’s lips. He tasted her, keeping his eyes trained on Jack as the woman swallowed him again and again.


  A tube of lube appeared. He slid it around and inside the girl’s ass, breaching her tight ring of muscles with his finger first, moaning as the other girl kept working his balls and lower. At one point he looked up, a grey fuzziness edging his vision. Jack’s deep blues were on him, his hands buried in the girl’s coal black hair, his hips thrusting. “Fuck her man. Do it now.”


  A piercing urgency slanted across his vision, nearly blinding him. The other girl gripped the base of his cock, guided him to Jenna’s waiting ass. He groaned at her tightness, reached around, found the hard nub of her engorged clit, and rubbed as he slipped in further. The other girl’s lips found his. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, tasted pot, beer and something salty and spicy. Jenna cried out as he breached her, buried his cock in her ass. Jack kept whispering to her, still fucking her mouth. Rob tried not to get overwhelmed by what he was doing. The sight of his friend’s slick red shaft going in and out of her mouth, the tight-glove sensation of her body, the other girl reaching back, down his ass, and pressing into him…”Holy fuck!” he yelled and pounded into Jenna.


  Jack groaned and closed his eyes. Jenna groaned, arched her back and Rob cried out as he came in an intense, somewhat scary gush.  The other girl gripped his face, kissed him as his hips kept moving, kept fucking as if of their own accord. When he opened his eyes, he met Jack’s, twinkling blue gaze, wicked and satisfied.


  


  Chapter Four


   


  Two Years Later - Paris


  Rob tried to focus and lost the battle. All he could see was René. The man’s voice was musical, and his nearly six-foot frame was slight, firm, and graceful. He liked to lean on the stainless steel counters in their classrooms, running his hands through his thick black hair. Rob had kept his head down, tried to concentrate. He’d learned a lot, making it through to the final stages of his degree, now in the master pastry class with one René Guilard. The man who would not stop staring at him.


  He’d been living small, in a one-room flat in the sixteenth arrondissment. A solid four-mile walk one way to l’ecole every day, but he loved it. The anonymity of it soothed him. He learned, he cooked, he walked the Seine and he had avoided pretty much any and all direct human contact for nearly two years. But now, his nerve endings sizzled every time the man looked his way. Those deep brown eyes were unsettling in the extreme.


  “Wait.” The man had said to him one evening at the end of class. Rob’s French was rudimentary at best, transactional at worst, but he understood what was being asked of him. He nodded, watching the rest of the class file out of the working gourmet kitchen. His puff pastry had failed, flopped back onto itself like a flaccid, useless dick. He frowned, watching the other, better students fawn around their instructor for about thirty minutes past class time. Finally the room emptied. René fussed around the various examples of pastry perfection, then stared at Rob’s poor, limp excuse of a creation. 


  “So,” He flicked at it as if touching road kill. Rob frowned.  He should have gone to medical school. “This thing is what you give me?”


  “Yes. Well. I mean, I suppose.” His word echoed through the empty space.  “Never mind. Sorry.” He rose. The man was in his personal space so fast Rob didn’t have time to breathe.


  “No, you are overreacting. Typical American.” The man’s presence was overwhelming. Rob tried not to breathe too heavily. “Come.” He walked away as quickly as he had appeared. “We will have wine and discuss.”


  They'd enjoyed enough French wine for four men their size and by the end of the night, Rob was dizzy with the compliments and booze. When he felt hands on his shoulders, easing up into his scalp, combined with the easy French of his host, he’d smiled and relaxed. René’s lips touched his neck, making him shiver and his cock get so hard he grunted and leaned forward.


  René stopped, came around to face him. “Robert.” His voice rasped lower than usual. “I find I am very drawn to you.”  Rob sighed and looked up at the ceiling.  This was it. The moment of truth. He looked back into René’s dark gaze, put his hand against the other man’s cheek, repressing a groan of happiness at the feel of the rasp against his hand. René smiled. “You are a virgin, no?”


  Rob laughed. “No. I’m hardly…” The other man touched his lips to Rob’s then, shutting off everything resembling logic in his brain. The rough feel of the René ‘s skin against his, the hard planes of his body pressed tight as they rose, standing, grasping each other, both of them breathing heavy, groping and reaching out as if for an anchor in a storm.


  In seconds they were naked. Rob felt the other man’s hard cock against his, rubbing into him, making him moan with need. “My darling,” René breathed into his ear. “I must have you.”


  Rob sighed and gripped René’s flesh, fisting his length, running a thumb along the fluid beading the head. He cradled the man’s face with his other hand, ran his tongue around his full lips. Dear god what was he doing? Since when did he…holy shit. René dropped to his knees, cupped Rob’s balls with one hand and slipped his lips over and down Rob’s aching cock. “I’m not gonna last. It’s…been...a while.” Rob gasped and groaned at the sensations of lips, tongue, the finger that caressed him between ass and balls. The orgasm surprised him, made his knees buckle as he gripped René’s dark hair and shoved his cock down the man’s throat. “Oh sweet Jesus.” He moaned and felt himself give, release like he never had before. The sounds René made as he drank him down made it worse, made him want to come all over again.


  René rose to his feet, wiping the back of his dark hand across his lips, his eyes sparkling with lust. “Yes,” he rasped, gripping Rob’s neck and pulling him back in for a mind-boggling tangle of lips, tongues and teeth. Rob groaned and pressed his still hard shaft against René’s. “Lovely,” René whispered against Rob’s neck, as he turned him slowly. Rob’s whole body burned with something he could not identify.  He felt empty, cored out like an apple.


  “Please.” He sighed as René ran warm hands down his back, waist and hips, tugging him close. Rob arched his back, pressing back against the heat of the man’s hard shaft.  He tilted his hips again, needing more.


  “Shh, my love,” René’s voice stayed low, soothing. His hands kept roaming, his fingers running down Robs’ balls and lower. “Must go slow.”


  “No.” He grunted, shoving his hips back. “Take me. Now.”


  René chuckled and Rob felt an oily warmth coat his ass, sensed a finger at his tightest hole. He tried to relax. But fear ringed the edges of his consciousness. René leaned over his back, licked his neck, turned his face around and kissed him, so soft and gentle Rob relaxed against him. “That’s it my love,” René’s French rolled around in Rob’s brain, combined with the wine and long-buried need. Something breached his ass, firm, painful at first. Rob gasped and tensed.  But René’s lips, his soft words of comfort and that finger that kept working in, and up, reaching high and…


   “Shit!” Rob grunted as his cock jerked. René withdrew his finger slowly, using his other hand on Rob’s hard nipple, then lower, stroking his newly hardened cock. “Mmm hmmm, that’s it. Right there. Now please let me show you.” He sighed into Rob’s ear.


  Rob moaned, as the room dimmed.  Something bigger pressed against him, and he arched back. “God, René. Please fuck me. Please!” He reached back, fisted his hands in the man’s silky hair, tried to relax his muscles and let it happen.


  Slowly, surely, René eased inside him, using his hand to work Rob’s shaft, his lips to soothe and comfort as Rob gripped the edge of the couch. Finally, he was fulfilled. Now, this was his moment. As René thrust high and hard and cried out Rob felt his cock jerk and release again, coating his belly with warmth. René gripped his shoulders and pounded into him making him grunt with pain and pleasure and the amazing erotic sensation of perfection.


   


  ****



  One Year Later


  “Rob!” The voice demanded.


   He groaned and rolled over, trying to bash the alarm clock that kept calling his name. “God damn it man!” A sudden wetness at his ear, a hand on his hard on, then teeth on his nipple forced his eyes open. Confused, disoriented, as he was pretty much every morning lately. His chest hurt. He put his hand over the pain. Lips covered his. A tongue invaded his mouth. An expert set of hands found his cock. “My love,” the voice muttered against his lips. “You must wake. There is a phone call for you.”


  He groaned and sat on the edge of the thin mattress.  His neck and shoulders ached. His head spun from too much rich red wine. But his body buzzed, cock standing to painful attention. He kept his head down trying to process.  Images swirled through his brain. Christine. Jack. The last doctor he met here in Paris on the sly, offering his medical history as if presenting a prison sentence. The specialist's sympathetic eyes. The recent clean PET scan.


  “Robert!” The man’s voice startled him. “Take the phone. Now. Emergency.” He looked up at René’s dark eyes and took the phone, not fully awake, and let René kiss him once. Then he stood, trying to focus on the voice coming at him from thousands of miles away.


  “Rob! Is that you? Can you hear me?”


  “Suzanne?” He ran hand down his face, filled a glass with water and downed it.  His chest tightened. He’d stayed in contact with Jack for a few months using the phones his father had provided them. But Jack had gone deep into the BDSM scene, nearly disappearing while raving about Jenna, “subs” and “Doms,” and all sorts of shit Rob had no frame of reference for. Of course he, in the meantime, had been seduced by a famous male chef.  He tried not to groan too loudly into the phone.


  “Rob. Oh honey, it’s Jack.”


  “What’s up? Where are you?”


  Suzanne had gone to medical school and, last he heard, had found the love her life in the form of one Mitchell Baxter, neurosurgeon to be. She whispered and he could hear the tinny sounds of a busy hospital behind her.  “I’m trying not to screw up my current rotation, thanks. That’s why I’m calling you. Have you heard from him since graduation?”


  Rob winced. He’d had every intention of going back to the states for Jack’s law school matriculation. But René had made other plans and they’d ended up in Nice for that week. “No. Did you go?”


  “Yeah. But we had to leave that night. Mitchell had to start his residency.” He heard her sigh. “Rob, seriously I’m worried.”


  “Why? Isn’t he going back to Ann Arbor?”


  “I don’t know. He was so intent on Jenna. Jack was so obsessed with her…crap…hang on.”


  Rob waited in the kitchen, smiling when René handed him a strong espresso. The whole Midwest bullshit seemed so incredibly far away. He had guilt about not making it back for his friend’s graduation, but he’d claimed to understand.  Jack’s last words burned a hole in his brain just then, “I’m going to ask her Rob. I want her so badly, all the time. Is this what it feels like? Love?”


  Rob recalled laughing, trying to keep his brain from going into overdrive. Jenna? The girl from graduation night? He’d tried to keep it light. “Come on man. Remember? We are not doing this. Not yet.”


  “Sorry dude.” Jack’s voice had been high, tight, and utterly different. Rob frowned, remembering.  “I’ve found her, I swear. This is it.”


  “Okay, well, if you say so,” Rob had remained non-committal. Lame. Some friend he was.


  “Rob!” Suzanne’s voice snapped him back. “God dammit! Are you there? I am worried about him. He hasn’t answered his phone for three days. I know he was going to ask her to marry him. We need to find him.”


  “Okay, relax. Have you tried Evan?“


  She sighed. “Of course. Why do you thing I am tracking you down in France? This is not like him.”


  “Okay, let me, um…” He wasn’t even sure what he could do and that made him feel worse. “I’ll try him. I’ll find him Suze, don’t worry.”


  René leaned to nip at Rob’s neck, making his skin pebble but he frowned and walked into the living room, the small phone stuck to his ear. It took three tries but finally, “Hello? Frietag? That you?” Evan’s voice sounded breathless.


  “Yeah. Where’s our boy?”


  “I’ve been trying to call you.” Rob’s heart pounded. He sank into the overstuffed couch as René sat across from him, concern filling his large, dark eyes. “I had to take him to the ER.”


  “What happened?”


  Rob heard muffled sounds as if Evan had covered the phone with his hand. Then he returned. “Uh, not sure actually. I know he had big plans for Jenna that included an engagement ring but…um…hang on.”


  Rob tapped his foot and waited. His skin crawled with anxiety. Finally, Evan spoke again. “Okay. They’re releasing him with me. He had to get his stomach pumped.”


  Rob leapt up. “What the fuck?” He started pacing, already working through the logistics of getting home. “Why?”


  “Well, they thought he’d taken something. Turns out he hadn’t. Well, other than two bottles of Maker’s.”


  “Jesus,” Rob leaned against the window, took in the surreal view of the Eiffel Tower as René put hands on his shoulders. There was more noise through the phone lines. Rob leaned back into René’s body, let the man soothe some of the tension out of him. “Here,” Evan said. “You talk to him.”


  “Wait, I…”


  But the next sound he heard was Jack. “Hey.”


  Rob winced at the sound of his friend’s rough voice. “Hey yourself, drama king. What the hell is going on over there?”


  “Oh, I apparently OD’ed on bourbon.” The silence lasted way too long to be considered comfortable, but Rob didn’t know what to say. “She, uh, said no.”


  “And that’s cause for suicide by corn liquor? Seriously?” Rob put a shaking hand on the table, his sudden need to see his friend, to be there for him overwhelming him.


  “Fuck you.”


  “Jack, talk to me.”


  “She’s a god damned slut, okay? I thought we had something meaningful. The whole Dom/sub thing you know? Screw it. I obviously was kidding myself. I don’t know. I snapped. It won’t happen again, trust me.”


  “Relax. I’m sorry. Do you need me to come…?” Rob realized he would do it, if asked.


  Jack cut him off. “No, no. I’m working for my dad this summer one more time and part time in the title company office. I need the cash more than I need the lawyering experience. Living in an apartment. It’s all good. I’m…I’ll be fine.”


  Rob heard the Jack he once knew returning with a vengeance. “I’ll be back in the states, um,” he looked up at the ceiling as René’s lips landed on his neck. “I don’t know exactly. But soon.”


  “Chicago, right?”


  Rob had lined up a job for himself already, through the school’s placement program, as sous chef downtown at one of the prestigious hotel restaurants, but the last thing he wanted was to leave France. He’d even toyed with cancelling the job. Staying there forever, in a sort of limbo fairytale, one that did not involve borrowed time, which was so much a part of his life in the States. “Yeah. Eventually.” He put his hand on René’s pulled it to his lips. “Call me, anytime. Okay? I mean it. And…I’m sorry about Jenna.”


  “Fucking bitch.” His friend growled and then hung up. Rob sighed and dropped back onto the couch. René joined him, kissing him deeply, and soon he forgot everything but the man in his arms.


   


  ****



   


  Rob stared at his hands. His long, flour-covered fingers shook. He curled them into fists and tried to force the memory of the ugly argument he’d had with René into the back of his mind. Tried to focus on the present. The doctor’s appointment he had in a few hours. The fucking bread dough he was beating into submission at the job he’d taken in desperation after receiving his degree and passing on the Chicago sous chef gig. Why? What in the hell made him think he should stay here? Be in love? The compulsion to walk out, jump in a taxi headed straight for the airport and catch the first flight home, nearly overwhelmed him.


  He nearly leapt a mile when he felt René’s hands on his shoulders. “Relax,” he whispered near Rob's ear. Rob frowned and ignored him. He had to get back home. The crisis with his old friend had made him unhappy, but worse, it made him homesick. He needed to get out of the surreal place, away from René, far away from all of it.


   


   


  “You belong here, with me.” The man had insisted the night before when Rob told him he’d decided to move back three months early; which meant he left in two days. “You know you do.” They’d stared at each other over the dinner table. Rob had nearly wavered but he had decided that this was not where he belonged.


  “I don’t love you.” He’d stated, standing, hoping it sounded like he meant it, because he wasn’t really sure that he did. However, he did know he had to get back to his real life. It was time to pick back up the reigns of borrowed time. He didn’t deserve to be this happy.


  René appraised him a moment, sipping his wine. Using the silence to speak for him. Rob swallowed, took a step toward the man who’d taught him so much about himself. Running a hand down René’s rough jaw, cupping his chin and making him turn so they were face to face. Rob sighed, let himself be drawn into an embrace as René stood and held him close, lips on his forehead, both cheeks, then lingering over Rob’s lips, firm and meaningful. Just as Rob was about to let himself be convinced to stay, René released him, stepped away. “Adieu lovely Robert.” He ran his fingers through Rob’s now long hair. “My fair one.” He muttered, keeping his hand on Rob’s face. “You are so sad, all the time. I liked making you happy.” Then he turned and left the flat.


  


  Chapter Five


   


                                                                                                 


  “Are you sure about this?” Rob eyed his friend’s tall, newly muscled frame.  Jack shrugged into a dress jacket, shot his cuffs, ran a hand through his still wet, thick black hair. He’d finally convinced Rob to accompany him to “the club” in Detroit, and Rob was both nervous and skeptical about the whole thing.


  He’d arrived at Jack’s doorstep two days after René walked out of his life. Armed with the sum total of his possessions in two suitcases and a case of beer. The look on his friend’s face went beyond surprise. He had gripped Rob’s shoulders and pulled him in for a giant hug. Rob knew he’d done the right thing at least once in his life.


  The summer had passed in a haze of booze and remorse. Between the two of them they’d easily qualify for sad-sack, pussy-whipped Men of The Year award. By the sixth week, Rob was completely sick of the word “Jenna.” Turns out the woman had allowed herself to be “collared,” where she had declared to the world that she was Jack’s official submissive and unavailable to anyone else, no questions asked. Turned out, she didn’t quite see it that way. By the time she and Jack had declared themselves official Dom/sub, she’d already had a wandering eye. A couple of his roommates at the large house he shared with Evan Adams had pulled a double on her, the week before graduation, while Jack was back in Ann Arbor interviewing at a title company for his first official job as an attorney.


   


   


  Since Rob had been back, the better part of their time while not at work had been spent in repeatedly similar, lame conversations.  


  “So, what part of “committed” did she not get man?” Rob handed Jack another beer. They’d latched on to some craft-brewed products out of Kalamazoo that summer and drank the shit out of them.


  “Don’t know exactly. What I do know is that I obviously had no idea how to be her Dom. She played me. Big time.” Jack downed the beer and reached for another. Rob got up to check the dinner he’d made for them in the miniscule kitchen. They both had money to burn and so ate and drank very well.  Rob got to practice all the skills he’d learned with prime cuts of meat, vegetables, and deserts. He returned, sat and stared at his friend.


  “How did you find out?”


  Jack glared at him, then sighed. “She told me. She was rather proud actually. Fucking cunt.” Jack’s brows furrowed. Rob sighed, putting a hand on his friend’s knee. “I was such a pussy. I swear on my mother’s grave I will never, ever let that happen again.”


  “All women aren’t that way, you know.” Rob insisted.


  “Yes. They are. Pass me a beer.”


  Rob handed one over. “No they are not.”


  Jack shot him a significant look. “One word my friend: Christine.”


  Robs lifted his brown bottle. “Two words: Fuck you.”


  “I rest my case.”


  They spent nights sitting side by side watching either ESPN Sportscenter or a live baseball or soccer game, sipping and contemplating themselves. “She laughed at me. Fucking giggled and stared at the fucking ring I had bought like it was roadkill.” Rob let Jack go on, “then proceeds to take off her necklace, hand it to me and describe in full detail how she got DP’ed by my roommates downstairs. Full fucking detail, dude. Really throws cold water on a man’s brain, you know?” He put a hand on Rob’s leg. Rob flinched, moving away slightly.


  “I should tell you something.” He muttered around his bottle realizing they were both drunk enough to handle this little moment of truth. As Jack leaned back, putting both arms across the back of the couch, Rob let a sense of peace settle over him. He was completely comfortable with the man, his friend, his compatriot, the guy he’d seen more up close and personal than any “friend” had a right to. It was okay. “I’m bi. I mean, in France, I…um…”


  Jack threw his head back and laughed until tears roll down his face. Rob gulped and finished his umpteenth beer. The room spun.  “My man.” He slapped Rob’s knee, got up and made his wobbly way to the bathroom. Returning, zipping up, he grinned at Rob who still sat, frozen in place, on the couch. “I knew that already. It’s cool. You are my brother. The end. Be happy, that’s all I want for you. Well, that, and you helping me land more pussy. You still okay with that?” He flopped back down on the couch, anger settling over his handsome features again. “Fucking bitch. C’mon let’s eat that gourmet whatever the hell it is that smells so damn good and hit the town!”


   


   


  Rob shook his head to clear it from that memory, stood and pulled a soft leather belt through the loops of his trousers. The club apparently had a dress code and even though he was going as an “observer” tonight, as Jack’s special guest, he had no idea what to expect. Less than no idea actually, “So, what am I supposed to do anyway? Watch you spank some chick to get her off?”


  Jack threw him an irritated look. Rob gave him a “what the fuck?” expression back. “No. I explained it to you. You and Kyle will merely observe the early selection. Where the people—women mostly—are there in various stages of moderate restraint, and the potential Doms, like me, present ourselves to them. I usually spot one I like right away, compel her to pick me. But at the end of the night, it is the submissive’s call who gets to play.” He adjusted his tie once more. “I’ve never gone without at this place I assure you.”


  Rob rolled his eyes and found his soft camel-hair jacket, smoothed his newly cut hair back and stared at himself a minute. How far he’d come. He clenched his fists, let himself recall last week’s clean bill of health and sent out a quick “up yours” to the cancer librarian. His book was still not due apparently. Might as well jump into this shit with both feet. “What if I want to participate?”


  “You can’t.” Jack stalked out, downed a huge glass of water. “You haven’t been drinking have you?”


  “No. You told me not to.”


  “Okay, good.” The guy looked a little nervous. Rob smiled at him.


  “Relax my brother. It’s cool. I’m not making fun of you or this…kink you’ve chosen.” Jack glared at him.


  “I don’t know anymore.” He sank into a kitchen chair, the light fading from his eyes. “I mean, I loved it. Fucking ate it up. But since Jenna.” He ran a hand over his face, through his hair. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s a total buzz, still. I just… “ He stood, buttoned his jacket and grabbed his keys. “Let’s go. We’re gonna be late.”


  Rob realized at that moment how much his friend wished he, Rob, would say “no, let’s go to a bar instead," but he didn’t. He was curious. And Jack had to figure out that it was not his thing anymore on his own.


   


   


  The Suite was just that: A giant, two-story penthouse in a decrepit looking downtown Detroit building with a killer view of the Detroit River and of Canada. Jack eased his truck into an underground parking spot and the two of them got into a creaky, old-fashioned elevator. The mirror across from them reflected back a couple of very well-dressed, successful-looking handsome men in their prime. Light and dark, tall, compelling—no wonder they’d scored so much in college. Rob smiled and Jack gave him a thumbs-up as the elevator rose, slowly to the topmost floors.


  The doors parted and Rob’s world changed. The foyer was kitted out like a ritzy hotel lobby with tasteful fresh flowers, low-slung leather furniture, and expensive Turkish carpets. It was quiet, and smelled like a heady combination of vanilla, leather and something Rob couldn’t quite place but would come to forever associate with the man who strode in, his dark face split in a huge grin at the sight of Jack.


  “My superstar,” he gripped Jack’s hand. Clad in a soft grey, three-piece suit, the guy was, in a word, gigantic. He towered over Rob and Jack who were each well over six feet tall. He wore his expensive-looking wool hand-tailored suit like a glove. His skin was the color of rich, hot chocolate, a milky light brown, with an improbable light dusting of what seemed to be freckles across the bridge of his nose. His close-cropped hair was…Rob squinted in the subtle lighting…a reddish shade of brown but tight, curly. The hand he extended to Rob was huge. Rob had never felt more intimidated and, he squirmed a little, never more fucking turned on in his entire life. Not even Christine had had this smack-you-upside-the-head affect on him. “I’m Kyle Summerlin. Welcome to The Suite. I’m pleased to meet you,” his odd, gray-hazel eyes met Rob’s and held them. The moment stretched out, way out. Jack cleared his throat to snap Rob back to the present. He felt blood rush to his face, and realized he had not let go of Kyle’s hand.


  Rob fiddled with the cufflinks he’d bought just for the fancy shirt Jack insisted he wear tonight. “Uh, likewise.” The space in his brain where he allowed erotic ideas to enter his consciousness was burning, bright and clear.  He hadn’t been with anyone since returning from France and part of him still ached for René. He shifted, tried not to cover his embarrassing, middle-school-ish hard on too obviously. Jack stared at him a minute, then focused on Kyle.


  “Yeah. So. This is Rob, I told you about him. He’s interested, but not enough to participate tonight. Or so I thought.” Rob realized Jack was staring at him but he could not rip his eyes from the vision in front of him. A pure, visceral pulse of desire shot through him so fast, he had to shove his hands in his pockets to keep from shivering. Impossibly broad shoulders, a bright white smile and a sudden knowing sparkle in Kyle’s eyes, all combined to make Rob ready to pounce, or run screaming out into the Detroit streets.


  “Yes, Rob.” A deep rumbling voice matched the large persona. “I assume Jack told you about the process?” Jack shifted a little.  Rob had almost forgotten the guy was in the room. Kyle held out a hand, indicated the two men should lead the way into the next room. “Jack, you know the drill.” Jack nodded and turned to Rob.


  “I have to head this way. You stay,” he jerked his thumb at Kyle, “with him. You good with that, brother?” Rob nodded, still speechless. Kyle chuckled, put a hand on Rob’s shoulder. The spark that shot between them made even the tall suave club owner gasp. Jack smiled. “Yeah. Okay. You boys behave. I have some work to do.”


  “Don’t be cocky Gordon or I’ll pull you.” Kyle took a step away from Rob, putting well-needed space between them.  Jack shrugged, shot his cuffs and walked through a huge, wooden set of double doors. Rob took a deep breath, tried to recover some equilibrium. “Come,” the single word from the other man’s mouth made his entire body pebble with anticipation, “with me. Can I offer you water? Juice? Tea?”


  Rob shook his head. Swallowing hard, he followed Kyle’s impossibly large back down a softly lit corridor. Subtle music oozed around them. He was aware of several attractive, well-dressed men and a couple of women milling about. Kyle greeted them all by name, shared a few jokes, slapped shoulders and hugged the two very attractive, older looking women before guiding Rob through another door. Rob wanted to ask him to please remove his hand from the small of his back. He needed no guidance. But the heat there pleased him, and terrified him at the same time.


  He opened a door to a small room with a large, what Rob assumed was one-way glass. There were several sweating bottles of water on the low glass table, a bowl of fresh fruit, and some expensive chocolates. Rob took a deep, cleansing breath.  “I don’t like to be tied up.” He blurted out, apropos of absolutely nothing. Kyle sat, stuck a chocolate in his mouth and stared at him. Rob felt his face flush red. “I mean, just trying to make conversation here.”


  “No, I don’t think you are actually.” Kyle picked up an apple, tossed in the air and caught it without looking, over and over again. “Have a seat Rob. Relax. I don’t bite.”


  Rob shut his eyes a second, opened them, shocked to see a deep well of desire in the unique gray-green stare of the man seated in front of him.  Oh fuck. He sank into the luxurious leather chair on the other side of the table and tried to relax, but the extreme hardness under his zipper would not allow it.  He watched the five women and two men enter the front of the room, all in some form of restraining get up. The were all blindfolded and led by someone, guided down to their knees and all of them kept their faces trained down to the floor.  Rob caught sight of Jack and his friend Evan and about ten other men and the two women enter the opposite end of the room.


  “Why…I mean…”


  “Submissives have all the power.” The man’s casual attitude irritated Rob for some reason. He leaned forward and watched as one by one, the “Doms” made their way to the front, stood in front of one or two of the kneeling “subs.” Then, they would abruptly walk away and take their seats.  Puzzled, he turned to look at Kyle.


  Big mistake.


  The man’s gaze was locked in on Rob like a laser. He gulped. “So, um, what now?” He pointed to the window, grabbed a water bottle for something to do with his shaking hands. Dear god if he could just taste those lips. He shook his head to clear it.


  “The subs choose. They can look down and see enough to see the color or make of footwear in front of them. Then…oh look big surprise, your friend is chosen first. Happens a lot.” He pointed and Rob watched, mesmerized as Jack made his way down to the front. He stood in front of a slight, black-haired beauty in a bustier and choker collar. Put his hand on her head. “Now, he gets to make a call. He’ll ask her to do one thing, in public. The public display is a big step for many subs. Some aren’t up to it, which is fine. But…” he nodded toward the window again. “Our man Gordon can convince anyone of anything it seems.”


  Rob watched as Jack helped the woman to her feet. She was all leg, something Rob knew Jack preferred. Her nearly flawless hourglass shape enhanced by the tight leather get up she wore. He watched as Jack leaned in, lifted her blindfold and kissed her with such intensity Rob had to remind himself to breathe.


  Kyle chuckled. “That’s his MO, ‘She has to kiss me like she means it.’  It’s well played, actually. Not in any way humiliating. Gets them every fucking time.” He crossed one well-shod foot over the other in front of him.  Rob watched, realizing it for what it was. A connection, for Jack, meant a kiss. He didn’t bestow them often. As a matter of fact he could hardly remember his friend kissing any woman.


  “So,” the deep, gravelly voice of the other man in the room hit him smack in the libido. “Robert.” He managed to draw the simple name out in his odd, English-yet-not accent.


  Rob kept his eyes trained on the activity below, trying like hell to ignore the signals coming from the incredibly compelling and intimidating man in the room. He did not need this now. Jumping into something so fresh from René.  He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Willed his body to stop reacting to whatever chemistry the guy in the expensive suit was throwing at him.


  “You are very attractive.” Rob glanced over his shoulder. His looks were something he took for granted, didn’t even give much credence to. Not after what he’d been through. He was happy to be breathing, much less in a supposedly attractive collection of skin, bones and muscles. The eyes that met his were narrowed.


  “Thanks.” He kept watching as the people below paired off and disappeared. Jack first, Evan second then the rest of them. “Jack is…”


  “A natural at this.” Kyle’s voice stayed neutral. “But he does not have his heart in it, just his body, that much is obvious. I’ve seen it all, trust me. Our mutual friend is headed for a serious melt down unless something changes for him.”


  Rob scoffed. “Jack is probably the least introspective guy on the planet.”


  “You might be surprised.” Within seconds, in the proverbial blink of an eye, the massive form of Kyle was in his personal space. He stood, grabbed Rob’s hand and pulled him up. The touch set off alarms, and jolts of pleasure in him he had no frame of reference for. “But for now, I think I need to educate you.”


  Rob started to pull away but Kyle had one hand on his hip and the other curled around his neck. “I don’t know what you, oh.” He gulped as the other man’s hand drifted down to touch his straining zipper. “Shit.”


  “Yes. Well,” Kyle took a deep breath, leaned in and whispered in Rob’s ear. “I don’t usually do this but…,” Rob shut his eyes at the touch of Kyle’s lips to his skin. “I am incredibly attracted to you, Robert.” His voice stayed low, reverberated around Rob’s skull. 


  “So, educate me then.” He gasped as the man captured his lips, dove into his mouth with a strong, invasive tongue. At that moment he would have done anything to get closer to Kyle. As his head buzzed with need, his chest tightened with a different sort of want. One he was afraid he’d found; one he knew he would have to reject.


  ****



  Later that night, more sexually sated than he'd been in his life, Rob went up on an elbow to observe the man who he had let tie him onto a bed and give him a lesson in orgasm denial he would never forget. He touched Kyle's full lips, startling the other man out of a light nap. He smiled at Rob, his odd colored eyes twinkling. 


  "Well? Was it what you thought it would be?" He stretched, and Rob tried hard not to stare at the man's utter physical perfection: A full chest, cut abs, and amazing, still half-hard cock.


  The words burst from his lips. "When can I move in?" 


  Kyle chuckled deep in his chest and Rob had an alarming moment when he realized he may not have been kidding. The man had touched something deep in him, something primal, by taking complete control and forcing Rob to relinquish it. He had fucking loved it, too much.


  "So tell me, how does a guy get to Detroit to open one of the hottest BDSM clubs around and sound like a bloody English butler anyway?" He deflected, rolling onto his back and closing his eyes. 


  "You mean how the hell did I end up looking like this, right?"


  "Well, that too." He shivered when Kyle put a hand on his, pulled it to his lips for a soft kiss.


  "Well, my mum was a real African queen. All the way down to her three thousand dollar weaves. Me da', was Irish. They met in London working at a television station. I was born and raised in London. But they were artists, actors, getting by on odd TV jobs, waiting for the big break that never came. My father finally left after he caught her in bed with a producer. He and I, we moved to Atlanta, Georgia when I was twelve. He ended up running a local TV station. Quite the eye-opening experience I assure you." He ran a hand across Rob's bare chest, bringing on goose bumps.


  Rob sighed and put his hands behind his head. His body still thrummed with residual erotic tension. The guy was good, no doubt about it. He repressed an image of his friend Jack, doing the same for a woman. 


  "Anyway," Kyle leaned in and let his lips touch Rob's flesh, just close enough to his nipple to make him react. He kept speaking between taking small nips at Rob's skin. "Even then, the one thing I was, was large. So I played middle school, then high school, basketball. My senior year the football team's tight end broke his leg right before the season started.  Football coach took one look at me and that was essentially that. My one-year as varsity tight-end for the Georgia state champions earned me a full ride to Michigan to play. I missed the round ball though, so played that too. Graduated in five years with a three point five in business. But by then, I'd found a calling." He licked the hard peak of Rob's nipple, making him flinch and his cock get instantly hard. Kyle fisted it, kept up his monologue as if they were at a banal cocktail party and not surrounded by spanking benches, leather straps and a giant St. Andrew's Cross. "There always was a robust scene in Detroit, just no permanent place to partake. I started throwing house parties, at other people's houses of course. The leadership part came pretty naturally."


  Rob grunted as Kyle's hand left his shaft, blew out a breath as the man’s fingers trailed down, beneath his balls, rubbing there, just enough, making him reach down for his own cock.


  "No." Kyle's deep voice rumbled in his ear. "Not until I tell you. Remember?" Rob nodded, his breathing ragged. What was it about the guy anyway? Rob was ready to let him slap a leash on him and lead him around. He gritted his teeth.  Tried to focus.


  "What about your team?  Did they know?"


  Kyle laughed, as he simultaneously pressed against Rob's ass, rubbing in circles, making him moan and spread his legs as his cock jerked and dripped onto his belly. "What that I was bi-sexual or a Dom? Keep your eyes closed. Got it?"


  "Fuck." Rob groaned as the other man's teeth found his nipple again, biting, just enough to make him grip the tight curls on Kyle's head. Then, nothing.  The sharp smack of flesh on flesh made his eyes fly open. Kyle had crawled up between his legs, had his lips poised over Rob's aching cock and one hand had just smacked him, hard, on the hip. It stung.  "Do it again," he croaked.


  "You don't tell me what to do, Rob. I know what you want. I'll give it to you when I'm damn good and ready." His gray eyes darkened. Rob lost himself in them. He had to bite his lip from crying out when Kyle flipped him over, jerked his hips up and started licking under his balls, sticking his tongue in and out of Rob's now achingly empty asshole. He smacked his ass again, and again, bringing a rush of blood to his skin, and the sweet sting of pain and pleasure that he had no idea could be such a fucking rush.


  Then, the huge nothing closed in on him again. Kyle was gone, his lips, hands, tongue. All of it. Vanished. But for a whisper: "You are truly beautiful." Kyle's voice ghosted through his brain. "I think I need you to fuck me, Rob. Now." And then he was on him, and the tangle of arms, legs, chests, cocks, tongues and teeth made his head spin as he gripped and groped his way along the amazing real estate of Kyle's body. Unsure how to proceed, he let his body guide him, easing Kyle over onto his belly, licking his way down the mocha skin of the other man's back. He pressed his cock against Kyle's tight ass.


  "Condom?" he managed to grind out. 


  "Reach behind you, in the basket, a variety to choose from. But hurry up my blonde god, I need you inside me."


  Rob rolled latex down over himself, grabbed a tube of lubrication from another handy basket at the foot of the bed and spread Kyle's channel with a slickened finger, easing up high, finding his sweet spot as he reached around to grip the other man's huge erection. "Yes." Kyle whispered, arching his back further. "Now. Fuck me now, Rob."


  


  Chapter Six


   


  The perfection of the sun rising over the Detroit River was the same as always. Clouds tinged purple, pink and orange never changed. The water looked choppy today, Kyle mused, sipping his espresso, as if nothing were different. As if he could look out onto his once orderly world and expect it to be the same. He sighed, closed his eyes and tried to force thoughts of the tall blond man out of his head. It would lead to nothing but heartbreak. Like every other person he let himself get close to. But…he smiled, leaning back in his zero gravity seat on the large balcony. The man was pure perfection on two legs, truly. The way they’d connected, so quickly and with such heat, he refused to deny that.


  Tossing the dregs of his cup into the potted trees he willed himself under control. There was a shit ton of work to be done, including meetings with his accountant to finalize payroll and a potential PR mess involving a certain NBA star who’d gotten way too rough with one of the subs a few nights ago. Asshole. Used being a Dom as an excuse to beat on a girl. Kyle shook his head and wandered inside, his brain still clanging with one word: Rob.


  A few hours later he looked up from the laptop and groaned, stretching his large body out in both directions under and above the large wooden desk. Glancing around his space he frowned. He’d had the giant loft transformed to his exact specs a few years ago. Taking what was once a huge two thousand square foot empty room and making into his dream home, with partial walls, a resort-worthy bathroom, a mini-gym and his bedroom. A place he had never, ever taken another person, until a few weeks ago, when he met Rob. He hadn’t had any trouble being alone either, until recently. Now, he wanted nothing more than to flop on the big leather couch in the man’s arms, drink some beer, watch a game—which more and more leaned to soccer, at Rob’s request—then kiss, and fuck himself silly.


  Jesus, Summerlin, get a grip. It’s just a fling. He’s out of here in another six weeks. Out of your life. Rob was not a natural submissive by any stretch, but he’d shown the guy a thing or two about how erotic it could be to give up control. Just a few nights ago he’d let Kyle blindfold him, lay him out on the bed, use the nipple clamps and ice cubes to his heart’s content. The whole thing had been mind blowing for them both.


  Rob had been interning the last month down at the Detroit River Brewing Co. for something to do before heading to Chicago and had gotten completely sucked in to the craft microbrew thing. He’d learned to brew, or mostly to clean up after brewing, best Kyle could tell, and came to their bed redolent of malt and hops. Kyle loved it but the obsession escaped him.


   The night after they’d done the first blindfolded play, Rob shown up at the flat with a huge grin, but had winced when Kyle had gripped his shoulder. “What the hell did you do?” Kyle demanded, yanking the soft polo over the other man’s head. He’d run a hand over the angry-looking artwork marring Rob’s perfect shoulder. Fury had shuddered down his spine but he’d kept quiet. Rob was an adult. Welcome to do whatever the hell he wanted to himself.


  “Looks like it hurts.” He’d brushed at it, wishing he could take it away. Rob met his gaze, leaned into his lips. Kyle tasted the perfection that was his lover, and decided to let it go.


  Now, Rob’s skin had healed, and the perfect hop vine trailed along his shoulder and bicep, but he’d been scarce for over a week. It was making Kyle insane. And horny. He stalked over to the couch, flopped down, ran a hand up his stiff cock. Damn the man. His disappearing acts were beyond frustrating. But he had him tonight, along with Jack and Evan, for their regular poker night. It was Kyle’s night to host. He glanced at his phone, automatically counting the hours until he could have the blond god back in his arms again, as he stroked himself to a loud, yet mostly unsatisfying climax.


   


   


  Rob slid the heavy wood and metal door aside, as Kyle watched from the dark recesses of the room. Kyle’s nerves jumped like a live wire at the sight of him—he was letting his hair grow out, and it brushed below the collar of his soft, white oxford cloth shirt. “Hey.” He called out, tossing his keys onto the antique tabletop as he took a few steps into the room. “You here?” Kyle stayed quiet, just drinking in the sight of him. His long legs were clad in denim, and as usual he smelled of brewery. Taking a long, deep breath, Kyle rose, took the few feet between them in a couple of quick strides and gripped the man’s neck. Rob smiled at him, put a hand to his face.


  Kyle frowned, berating himself for the thousandth time to let it go. Not to get so damn attached, but all logic and thought disappeared as Rob met him halfway and they went down onto the couch in a tangle of long, firm legs, and torsos.  So much for that, Kyle thought, groaning as Rob yanked his jeans down and swallowed his length, sucking and stroking his balls. Fisting his hands in the man’s soft hair, he whispered, just once. “I love you.”


  Rob stopped as Kyle was on the ragged edge of a monster orgasm, licked his way up Kyle’s pebbling skin, biting on each nipple before yanking his hips down to the edge of the couch. Their eyes stayed locked together as Rob rolled a condom down his shaft, and poised, at the edge, pressing in on Kyle’s ass. “Yes.” He grunted. “Now.” Rob eased in, slow, using the lube they kept handy, filling him as he stroked Kyle’s aching flesh. He pulled back and pressed in again, deeper this time, increasing his hand’s rhythm at the same time.


  The orgasm rolled up from the base of his spine, exploded across his vision, filling all his senses as Rob pumped harder into him, their cries combining in the cavernous space and rolling through Kyle’s brain as his body spasmed and pulsed with release. “Dear god!” Rob groaned as he slumped down over Kyle’s torso, licking at the sweat beading up on his flesh.


  “Mmm…” He forced himself to deny the extreme emotion crashing through him, and just cradled the man to him as their bodies calmed and their breathing eased. Rob slipped out of him stood and stretched. “Missed you.” Kyle called to the guy’s retreating form as he headed for the shower. Then winced at himself, Don’t be a sap, Summerlin.


  By the time Rob had re-emerged, Kyle had the full-sized, regulation poker table set up, beer on ice, and snacks on a side table. He jumped at the sensation of Rob’s hand on his shoulder, closed his eyes at the feel of the man’s lips against his neck. “I missed you too. Sorry. I needed to stay in Ann Arbor a few days.”


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to check in with me.” He flipped the switch on the full-loft music system. Rob grabbed his hand and tugged him close, kissing him, making him dizzy and prone to forget his vow to be nonchalant. To treat this for what it was—a fucking hot summer with a new guy, nothing more. Rob gripped his neck, held him close, and deepened the kiss as “Night Swimming” poured through the place. He threaded his fingers through Rob’s hair maintaining their connection, sighed as Rob put his head on Kyle’s shoulder as they listened to the song. 


  “Yo, Summerlin,” Rob jumped away from him at the sound of Jack’s voice and his pounding fists on the loft door. Rob laughed and backed away, winking, as he slid the heavy door aside to reveal his friend and Evan standing with six-packs and grins.


   


   


  A few hours later, having divested all three men of a fair bit of cash, Rob leaned back, nursing his second beer. He hadn’t felt like drinking much lately. His stomach had been iffy since he’d gone off the deep end and gotten the tattoo. Likely a stupid thing to have done given his medical history, but he didn’t care. He watched Kyle bullshit with Jack and Evan, but stayed quiet.  He startled when Jack yelled his name and snapped fingers in front of his face. “What?” He tried to look annoyed.


  “What did the doc say about your little body art project?” Jack sipped, not realizing the shit storm he’d just started.


   Kyle frowned. “What doctor?”


  Jack glanced at Kyle, and then back at Rob, his eyes narrowed. “Yeah Rob,” Jack’s voice deepened into what Rob recognized as pissed off territory.


  He shut his eyes a second then opened them and shot Jack what he hoped was a “back the fuck off” message. “Just had to get it checked out. You know,” he downed the beer, and winced at how it roiled in his gut. “Making sure it wasn’t done with rusty needles, whatever. It’s fine. See?” He tugged up the sleeve of the soft tee shirt he’d borrowed from Kyle, revealing the complex green and gold hop flower and trailing vine that wound around his shoulder and bicep.


  Truth was it still stung. His oncologist in Ann Arbor had shaken his head and told him that while it was probably not advisable, it wasn’t forbidden either. It might take longer to heal, as did most minor wounds he’d incurred since starting the remission ride.


  But he had not told Kyle anything about why he had to be in Ann Arbor. He sure as hell did not appreciate Jack opening his fucking mouth about it either. He’d tell him in his own good time. If at all. He glanced at his phone. “It’s late gentlemen. Get the hell out.” Jack gave him one more glare as he rose.


  “Gordon, what is this I hear about you and real estate?” Kyle walked the men to the door while Rob sat and tried to calm down. “I mean really, you think you can make a living selling houses?”


  Jack laughed and clapped Kyle on the shoulder. “Hell yes. I was sitting at the title company one day, signing one giant commission check after another for these bozos and thought—fuck this, I’m gonna do it. I have my license already. Have to so I can be a closing officer. Talked to Greg Stewart and he showed me a desk. Watch, I’ll be killing it soon.”


  Evan scoffed. “Right. Whatever.”


  “Oh yeah, and you have room to talk, brew boy?” Rob looked up at that. Evan and some investors had started the Big House Brewing Company in Ann Arbor about a year prior.


   Evan grinned and crossed his arms over his chest. “You make your first million before me, and I’ll let you fuck my wife.”


  “What wife?”


  “Exactly.”


  Kyle laughed at them both.  Jack started back toward the bathroom in the rear of the loft, tapping Rob on the shoulder indicating he should follow him. Kyle talked to Evan about liquor licenses, city permits and random shit while Rob followed his friend, dreading what was coming next.


  “Look,” Jack muttered as he unzipped and walked into the toilet room outside of Kyle’s enormous bathroom. “Not my business, fine. But you should tell him. You can’t keep that shit to yourself. Not if you two are…you know, together.”


  Rob leaned against the wall outside the room, tried not to get mad. “We are fine the way we are, thanks. I’m leaving in a few weeks. I’ll tell him before that.”


  The toilet flushed, water ran, and Jack emerged, his dark blue eyes intent. “He deserves to know your whole story.” Rob nodded, unwilling to admit his friend might be right, heard the other two men leave, and smiled at the sight of Kyle, his strong torso bare, backlit from the larger room.


  “Come here,” he whispered.


   


  ****


   


  Six Weeks Later


  Kyle stared at the dawn sky. The dark purple, bruised-looking grey clouds matched his mood perfectly. He sipped the espresso, wincing as it burned its way past the newly ever-present heartburn. Hearing stirrings inside, he fixed a smile on his face and looked up. Rob, in his glorious, sleep disheveled perfection, leaned in the wide-open door wall. Naked but for a pair of boxer shorts, which were tented in a thoroughly tempting way, he yawned and stretched and Kyle felt his heart shatter for the millionth time. He forced his voice to remain casual.


  “Morning.” He glanced back out over the Detroit River, swallowed past the lump in his throat and rose. “All packed?” As he made to walk past Rob, the other man gripped his arm, leaned in for a kiss, but Kyle turned his head. He had to stop this, and now seemed like as good a time as any. Rob sighed, and sank into one of the lounge chairs. “Coffee?” Kyle called from the kitchen.


  “Sure. Thanks.”


  He returned with two small cups, and nearly tripped over his own feet at the sight of Rob, his tall, lean, amazing blond god with a hand behind his head, and the other fisting his long cock, easing up and down as if he were alone. His movements were nonchalant, almost half hearted. Kyle gulped and wrestled his better self up and out, and cleared his throat before setting the cups on the table between the chairs, as if Rob were sitting there reading the morning paper instead of casually jacking off. “Cut it out.” He grunted as he dropped into the matching seat.


  Rob sighed and tucked himself away, kept staring out over balcony.  “I have cancer.” The voice came from far away, and for split second, the words hung between them, as poisonous as the disease itself. Kyle sputtered as he sucked in a lungful of coffee. Rob’s eyes were hooded and distant.


  Kyle wiped the back of a shaking hand across his lips.  “What, I mean, when… shit.” The day darkened. He felt splatters of rain on his feet. “My god, are you...?” He stood, and then sat again, his brain buzzing.


  “I’m in remission. Have been for nearly ten years now.” Rob sipped, kept his gaze trained over the river. “The tattoo sort of…set me back a little I guess. I had to see my, uh, specialist, at the U.” Kyle stared at him.


  “And.” Kyle gritted his teeth, tried to stay calm.


  “And, while they didn’t like it, they say I’m fine. Did another scan in addition to my regular six-month one. All is well.” He stood. “So. Now you know.” He strode back into the loft, leaving Kyle open mouthed, furious, and speechless.


  


  Chapter Seven



   


  Rob groaned and fell onto the bed, his entire body aching from bones to teeth. His new sous chef job had begun with a four-week lesson in back-of-the-house food prep. He’d been up at three a.m. every god damned morning for a month, chopping peppers, onions, shredding cheese and pounding bread dough. It sucked. The chef was an utter asshole, determined to make him feel about three feet tall each and every day, a task he took pretty damn seriously.


  Rob had arrived in Chicago in the white-hot heat of an Indian summer, leaving behind Detroit and a man he loved, knowing it had to be that way. After he’d dropped his little cancer bomb, the guy had barely had two words to say to him. They’d parted in awkward silence. Since then they’d been together some. Kyle had driven out twice, they called, texted. But it was wrong. Rob knew it. They had sex, but the connection was broken. He broke it—and it killed him. The conversation he’d had with the man the previous night just confirmed it for him.


   


  “I love you, you know that, right?” Kyle’s softly accented voice had hit Rob’s brain like it always did. Soothing, sexy and perfect.


  “No, you don’t.”


  “Sorry but you don’t get to tell me how I feel. I’ve lived in this skin for nearly thirty-two years. I know what my heart is telling me.”


  “Then listen to your brain instead.” His voice had sounded rough in his own ears. His chest ached like a son of a bitch, but he went on. “I’m no good for you. Let it go.”


  “The hell you say.” He’d heard anger creeping into the other man’s voice.


  “Maybe. But it’s true. I don’t…I can’t love you.” He had gulped at the admission. Visions of Christine ghosted through his brain for some reason. He’d squeezed his eyes shut, gripped the phone so hard his palm hurt. Why are you doing this?


  He had no idea, other than self-preservation. If he didn’t get close to anyone, it wouldn’t hurt so badly when he… Kyle’s angry voice broke through his inner justification session.


  “Why not? I don’t care about the cancer, Rob, Jesus. Why can’t you get that? The cancer isn’t you. It doesn’t define you. Stop pulling it on like a god-damned Halloween mask, hiding behind it because you can’t commit.”


  “What are you, my therapist?” He had not wanted to do this. Yet so much of what the man said was true. “I am sick. Are you fucking deaf or just stubborn? I am ‘on loan,’ okay? Temporary. I won’t let anyone get hurt because I…”


  “Why don’t you let me decide how and when I want to get hurt?”


  “Because I am dying, god damn it.”


  “So? We are all dying.”


  “Don’t be obtuse. You know what I mean. I gotta move on, live more, and avoid….you, avoid love. Don’t you get it?”


  “If that’s what you want,” Kyle’s voice had been so soft Rob could barely hear it.


  He recalled gulping back the urge to beg for forgiveness, admit he was wrong. Ask to go home, to Detroit, to Kyle. He could brew beer, maybe work for Evan. He'd be with the man he wanted so badly his whole body shook as he stood.  “It isn’t what I want Kyle. It’s how it has to be.  Good bye.” He had touched the end button on the phone, and slumped into a chair, tears pressing the back of his eyes until he gave up and let them flow.


   


   


  And, here he was, alone. Working for a hard-ass, prima donna bastard determined to force him out of his kitchen. Rob gutted it out and moved forward. Like always. He rolled over and realized the Midwest Beer Fest was on the horizon, just a few weeks away. He’d get to meet up with the guys from Detroit River. Evan was headed out too, with the new brewer he’d had on board for a year or so. Jack, as usual, was working and couldn’t make it.


  He forced himself up out of the bed and into the shower, letting the anticipation of a beer fest clear his head of anger and frustration. He washed off, the hot water beating his aching muscles and reflected on the recent strange conversation he had with his friend back in Ann Arbor. Apparently, their old friend from college, Suzanne Baxter, had started working for Evan, doing marketing and sales for the rapidly growing business.


  Jack was convinced that her husband, the doctor, had been beating her up with regularity for a few months. Between trying to break up with a man who refused to let him go, and adjusting to life with a new chef, Rob had a whole lot of nothing left for anyone and he hated himself for it. They’d talked a while and Rob tried to wrap his mind around the concept of the headstrong, beautiful young woman he’d known as a victim. It didn’t square and made his head ache with the effort.  Jack was just as puzzled, but the amount of vitriol he’d spewed with regard to Suzanne’s husband had alarmed Rob. “Rescue her, if you’re that convinced she needs it,” he’d said at one point.


  Jack had scoffed, backed away a little, but Rob knew how much he cared about their friend and he made a mental note to call her, check in, make her talk like they used to.


  By the time he limped out of the shower, he realized his phone had been buzzing for a while. He’d missed three calls in fifteen minutes, two from Evan. He hit redial as he scrubbed his hair dry.  “Hey,” his brain was already on the day ahead, and, of course, Kyle. He shut his eyes but the man’s deep mocha skin, firm lips and body invaded even more. He needed to get laid. Or something. There was a girl, a hostess at the restaurant whose body language screamed “fuck me Rob” but by the time he was done there each day the only thing he craved was rest. As soon as he heard Evan’s words all thoughts of anything resembling physical satisfaction burned off like sun-struck fog.


  “Jack’s dad died last night. Massive heart attack; dropped him like a stone.”


  Rob sat.  “Fuck.”


  “Yeah. So, you need to come back if you can.”


  “Sure. Okay, um,” Rob shook his head at himself already making mental excuses of why he couldn't go. Cut that shit right now, Frietag. “I’ll be there, but late tonight. I’ll call him. Need a place to stay anyway.”


  “Sure. But if he doesn’t answer, text him. He may not answer but he'll see your message.”


  “Got it. See you soon.”  He leaned back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling. John Gordon Senior was, had been, a real ball breaker of a man to everyone around him. He'd driven his wife to an early grave, her liver pickled from noon martinis. His own daughter, Maureen, moved out when she was sixteen claiming she couldn’t stand how much of an asshole he was, and he'd let her.  She'd spent the better part of her high school years living with a friend.


   And then, there was Jack. Rob ran a hand over his face. By the time he met his friend their freshmen year of college, Jack had been shaped into a guy eager to please on one hand, but hard as steel on the other. He'd been driven beyond logic to succeed at anything, just to please his bastard father, a seemingly impossible goal. Jack had partied harder than anyone Rob knew, but maintained a four point oh and worked like a slave every summer on job sites for his father's company, always striving for the elusive approval, which never came, as best Rob could tell.


  Their graduation weekend was Rob’s first and only glimpse at how bad the guy was. A darker, slightly shorter version of Jack, John Gordon had glared at both men during the requisite dinner, downing glass after glass of expensive Scotch, nothing but criticism coming from his lips. He asked Rob about medical school, then turned that into a rant against “slimy lawyers, like my son,” clapping Jack on the back. Maureen had been there and stayed silent. Jack’s admittedly hot step-mother had spent her time running her hand up and down Rob’s leg under the table. It had hurt Rob to see his larger than life friend quelled by such a giant Jerk. There was no accounting for family; Rob knew that all too well.


  Since returning to Ann Arbor after law school, Jack had transformed himself into a hot real estate agent on the rise, evoking yet more of his father’s disdain, until he realized the advantages of it for his own projects. Together, somehow, the two of them had built and sold nearly a dozen expensive mini mansions and were in the middle of negotiations on a development between Ann Arbor and Dexter somewhere. Jack hardly ever said anything about his father, other than to call him "Gordon Senior." But Rob knew his friend was still working for that compliment; one that would certainly never come now.


  He sighed and dragged himself up, tugged on jeans and a t-shirt and grabbed a beer before calling his friend.


    


  ****



   


  One Week Later


  “Mother fucking son of a whore bastard!” Jack slammed the file down on his desk at the building company office.  Rob and Evan glanced at each other.  Evan pulled a couple of cold beer bottles from the cooler at his feet and handed them over. Jack stood, ignoring the offer. “I gotta get out of here.”


  Rob jumped up, grabbed his suit coat. “I’ll come with you,” he shot a glance back at Evan who nodded. Their friend was nothing if not volatile as shit. He had been known to go off the deep end at times, losing the tightly clenched control he maintained on himself and his environment in massive displays of drunkenness, almost as if he had a death wish. They jumped into his new Mustang convertible and roared out into the night. It had been four days since the high mass funeral at St. Thomas.


   


   


  That afternoon Jack had thrown his father an expensive wake at Barton Hills Country Club, attended by pretty much everyone in Ann Arbor. From city council members and the mayor to all the major business owners, all the way down to the many workers Gordon Senior had employed through the years. Almost every man and woman came up to Jack and expressed condolences, telling him amazing stories of how his father had helped them out in times of duress or financial need by giving mini loans or offering medical assistance, all sorts of shit that had flabbergasted him. At one point, he'd turned to Rob and stated what had been on Rob’s mind since the first "Gordon Senior as a Saint" story: “What a fucker. Liked everyone but his own family.”


  Maureen had joined them, and Rob had been surprised to see a strikingly handsome black man at her side in a sober Air Force uniform.


  Jack had tugged his sister in for a hug, and spoken to the man. “Brandis! Holy shit, when did you get here?” Jack gave the guy a hug, then stepped back. “Fucking-A. Sucks that funerals are the one way to have a class reunion. Rob,” he pulled Brandis over. “Brandis. My two compatriots in crime, finally you meet each other.”  The other man smiled, shook Rob’s hand, and Rob was instantly struck by the aura of authority that surrounded him. Jack stuck his hands in his pockets. “Thanks for being here. Seriously.”


  “Oh you lame fucker, I knew you couldn’t handle this alone.” Brandis grinned and sipped his beer. “Nice party for such an asshole. And you, my friend, are way too sober.”


  “Yeah,” Jack shot him a weak smile. “I’ll celebrate later.” Rob jumped when a small, red-haired form shot past him and into Jack’s arms.  The sight of the Suzanne hanging off Jack was at once familiar and completely at odds with what they’d discussed only a week ago.  She held on to his friend’s tall form, and Rob was pleased to see Jack relax if for only a second.  She let him go, stepped back and held one of his hands while reaching back to pull Rob into the embrace. He smiled at her lovely pixie-like face. 


  “How goes it, beautiful?” Rob kissed her forehead. When she jumped back, her eyes darting around with something that Rob would swear was fear, a surge of anger possessed him. He caught Jack’s gaze over her head then pulled her close. “Really,” he whispered in her ear, eyeballing the tall angry-looking man striding toward the three of them. She yanked herself out his embrace, clenched her hands together tight. That was the moment when Rob realized Jack was right.


  Her voice shook as she let the guy pull her close. “Uh, honey? This is Rob. And you remember Jack?” She shut her eyes a second and Rob noted the man’s jaw flex and his grip tighten around her waist. He stepped back, stood shoulder to shoulder with Jack, hoping they presented something like a “don’t fuck with our friend’ united front.


  But Suzanne looked up at her husband with a sappy grin. Rob’s breath caught in his throat when the admittedly handsome, if a little brittle-looking, guy kissed her gently on the cheek before turning with a hand out. “Rob, nice to meet you. Jack. Sorry for your loss. Family is important, right hon?” He pulled Suzanne even closer against his side if it were possible. Jack tensed. Rob put a hand on his friend’s arm.


  Suzanne swallowed hard and smiled at the two of them.  The look in her eyes broadcast her message clear as day, “Don’t interfere.” Rob took a breath and shoved down the nearly overwhelming impulse to punch the guy right in the face, and stepped casually right into the jerk’s personal space. As he expected, the man stumbled back, pulling Suzanne with him. Rob leaned in and kissed Suzanne’s cheek. “Call me,” he insisted, but not loud enough for her husband to hear him. “I mean it.”


  She looked away, blinking rapidly.  “Let’s go honey,” her husband’s voice tightened “I have the late shift tonight.” She shot him a weak smile before letting him tug her out of the room. 


  Jack put a hand on his shoulder.  “I am gonna kill that son of a bitch,” he muttered before drifting away with his sister to greet more folks much sadder about the Senior Gordon's death than they were.


   


   


  Now, stone-cold sober in a way much more alarming than the shit-faced drunk Rob had expected him to be, Jack sped through the dark Ann Arbor streets. He’d gotten the shocking news that his father had died intestate with no will in place, but rather, a written statement that his long-time friend and attorney, Will Richardson, should be executor of the company in his place. Not his own son who had worked with him for years. One final “up yours, kid” it seemed. They screeched into the large cemetery, pulled in alongside the mound of fresh dirt that had yet to be graced with the elegant granite monument Jack and his sister had chosen for their father and mother. He reached over into the glove box and pulled out an expensive bottle of rare bourbon, yanked the cap off and knocked back a healthy slug.


  Rob took it when it was offered, letting the smooth warmth coat his tongue and glide down his throat. The whiskey lit a fire in his gut but the second drink went down better. He handed it back to Brandis. Jack had both hands on the wheel in a death grip. Rob ignored the brightness of his friend’s eyes, grabbed the bourbon when Brandis passed it back up, and hopped out of the car. Taking the few steps over to the fresh grave he looked back once, then poured the entire contents of the bottle over the dirt, slowly, saying his own personal curse for the man underneath. Jack walked over to him, palming another bottle, and did the same.


  Jack glanced up at the sky and lifted the nearly empty container. “Hope you are enjoying hell, ya fucking bastard. Love you, Ma.” He gulped down the remaining brown liquor. When he turned to Rob, there was no denying the tears standing in his bright blue eyes. Rob swallowed hard, old emotions about his friend rushing to the surface. He held him close, then stepped away. “Now,” Jack stated, his eyes taking on a different hue. “Let’s get drunk right and proper.”


   Rob tossed his empty bottle on Senior’s dirt and held out his hand. “Fine, but I’m driving, at least until we get where we’re going. Then, taxis.”


  “Um, Jack.” Brandis still stood leaning on the car, looking stiff and uncomfortable.


  “Yeah. What’s up? Surely you will join us in the debauchery I have planned for tonight. This guy,” he looked at Rob, “was like the ‘Rob’ of high school with me I tell ya. Nothing with a pussy was safe from our charms.”


  Brandis shifted from foot to foot. “Yeah, but first I need to tell you something.”


  Jack tossed the keys to Rob, and kept drinking from the bourbon bottle as he shed his coat and tie. “Sure.”


  Brandis stood, facing Jack. “Maureen and I…well, we’re getting married.” Jack’s face went slack for about a second and then broke out in a smile.  “Well, of course you are, god dammit! I wouldn’t approve of anyone else.”


  Brandis kept talking. “But, we are moving to Germany after the wedding. I’ve been stationed there.” Rob tensed, knowing how close Jack was to his younger sister.


  Jack didn’t miss a beat. “Perfect. I’ve always wanted to visit the Father Land. Get in the car, ya fuckers. We got some celebrating to do.”   He stayed silent a moment, staring into the dark night. “I’m gonna prove that asshole wrong about me, watch.”


  Brandis put a hand on his shoulder from the back seat. “You have nothing to prove to him, Jack. Prove whatever it is to yourself.”


  “Yeah, that too. Let’s get a move on. There is not enough alcohol in this town tonight….or pussy. At least for me, maybe for him," he nodded at Rob, "but not for you. You cheat on my sister and I’ll kill yer ass.” He clapped a hand on Rob’s shoulder.


  Rob grinned, back on familiar ground. “Maybe not, my friend, but I’m game to find out.”


   


  It would be a solid two years before he had anything resembling a real conversation with Jack again.


  


  Chapter Eight


   


  Two Years Later


  When he opened his email early Sunday and saw the message, Rob immediately picked up the phone and speed dialed Jack. His friend sounded groggy, and pissed when he answered. “What?”


  “You tell me what. Where is she? How is she?” He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat outside on the balcony so as not to wake the girl in his bed. He’d stayed so distant from the whole Ann Arbor scene, reaching out only once or twice to both Jack and Suzanne in the last couple of years. Guilt washed over him in a sick wave.


  “Home now. She’s… oh hell, man she is a mess. I knew I should not have let that guy near her, not after…”


  Rob interrupted him. “Hang on. Fill me in from the beginning.”


  “You sure you want in on this? I mean you haven’t exactly been available to talk for the last twenty four months.”


  “Fuck you, Gordon. I’ve been busy, working. Kind of like you. And I don’t see your sorry ass traipsing out to the Windy City much either.” Anger coursed through him, mainly because he knew his friend was right.  “Anyway, spill it.”


  By the time he heard the whole horrific story, he’d gone through his second cup of coffee and was shaking with fury. “I’m gonna drive over.”


  “No, no, not necessary.” Jack insisted. “Really. I know you’re at a crucial point with the restaurant.”


  “Fuck the restaurant, man, this is our friend.” He ran a hand down his face, relief and simultaneous guilt coursing through his blood stream. 


  “Listen, between me and Adams and her, ah, boyfriend, the brewer, we’ve got this. But I tell you it is one crazy fucked-up mess, no doubt. Not sure how she’ll resolve it but you know Suzanne. She always lands on her feet somehow. I gotta go. Houses to sell.”


  “I know. Good to talk to you. Even though it’s about this.”


  Jack laughed but it was an ugly sound, making Rob wince. “Yeah. You too. See you around.”


  Rob sat for another hour, watching the city come to life below him, contemplating what a shitty friend he was. His self-preservation reflex had kicked in after Jack’s father’s funeral. He’d headed back to Chicago determined to make a go of the restaurant, to outlive the asshole chef’s abuse and prove to the owners he was better. He had done all of that and more. After a year they’d fired the jerk in a flurry of expletives and thinly veiled threats of lawsuits. Rob had been installed in his place as head chef.


  He’d effectively cut himself off from everything, including Kyle, which hurt more than he would admit. He had taken the hostess girl up on her repeated offers; they'd settled into a decent rhythm of friendly sex. Nothing special, at least not for him. She claimed the same. Rob held his heart aloof as much as he could. He found a soccer team to play with on a regular basis, went on long runs along Lake Michigan and kept his mind free and clear of anything resembling an emotional connection. It was good—mostly.  Two years of clean bills of health, enough sex to keep his edge off, but he had not been with another man since Kyle.


  He frowned, watching the young family that had moved in below him as they navigated the expensive-looking baby stroller across the street. The tall man put an arm around his wife’s shoulders as they waited for the light to change. She looked up, he kissed her, then they both looked down at the baby who’d started yelling when the sun hit his face. Something about the scene made his heart hurt. That pissed him off. Why didn’t he want more? Or did he want it and couldn't admit it? He was nearly thirty-four fucking years old and utterly alone with no one to blame for that but himself.


  The sounds of stirring from the bedroom brought him to his feet. One thing was certain, he mused as he stripped off his jeans and dove back under the sheet to her waiting body, he’d met his life goal on one level, but on most others he was still marking time, waiting for the librarian to call his book due.


   


  ****


   


  Three Weeks Later


  Rob was scheduled to work the Midwest Beer Fest, doing pairings with some of the bigger breweries with a few dishes both at the restaurant after the festival hours and at the event itself in the giant “Savor” tent. He’d been aggravated all week, ever since his brief and unsatisfactory conversation with Jack about Suzanne.  He’d tried to call again, see how she was but kept getting voicemail. The one text he sent went unanswered. Just as well, he supposed. He’d cut them off for the last two years. Why would they think he wanted back in now? But the twitchy, quick-tempered feeling remained, and had resulted in a fairly epic argument with the hostess he'd been fucking, ending with her telling him he could take his emotionally constipated attitude and shove it up his ass.


  He hadn’t really missed her, per se, which told him a lot about himself and his capacity for shallowness. He glared at himself in the rearview mirror before climbing out of his jeep and entering the crowd of beer drinkers. He did not like himself much lately. While he looked great on the outside, never healthier or more fit, he felt like shit on the inside, and didn’t know what he could do to fix it.


  He did his midday gig in the food tent then wandered around, tasting and greeting some of his friends in the brewery business. It was always a fun group. He missed it. Letting a pleasant buzz settle in his head, and rebuffing a couple of admittedly hot but really drunk girls, he took a seat at one of the round tables to the side of the Michigan beer tent, not noticing at first that someone was slumped in a chair opposite him. When the guy sat up, Rob saw immediately that he was eye-rolling shit-faced drunk. And incredibly attractive. His body went on alert for the first time in ages as he observed the young man’s lean, fit torso, highlighted nicely by the soft looking black tee shirt.


  The guy looked at him, made a vain attempt to focus. His eyes were the most amazing shade of emerald green Rob had ever seen. The sadness in them went straight to his gut. He moved to the chair one spot closer, putting a hand on the stranger’s strong looking arm. “Hey, you okay?” The guy flinched, glared at Rob who was startled to realize how young he must be.


  “No. Thanks. I’m not.” He sat back and stared up at the darkening sky. “Go ‘way.” He tried to wave Rob off. Rob remained mesmerized by him somehow. The line of his jaw, covered with dark stubble begged for his touch. His shaggy dark blond hair fairly screamed for Rob’s fingers through it. He clenched his fists, cleared his throat and willed his body down from the lusty ledge. The kid was drunk and needed help and to sober up, not hit on by a horny older man.


  “Listen,” Rob put a hand on his shoulder. The skin was hot under his tee shirt. He looked at Rob’s hand, then back into his eyes, making Rob’s breath catch in his throat. “I’m Rob. Why don’t you let me…”


  The man leaned into him, giving Rob a whiff of beer, light cologne, and sunscreen. He put a hand on Rob’s thigh making him nearly jump out of his skin. Berating himself, he let the guy do it and moved closer. He’d never in his life picked up a man, drunk or otherwise, in a public place like this. He was both embarrassed and horny as hell, all at once. This young man, so near him right now, exuded a sort of needy vibe that struck him hard between the eyes. Rob was not a caretaker; never had been. He was too much of a loner to be that in tune to what others needed from him. But an odd, almost woozy sensation of pure desire to help this kid washed over Rob. He needed to get him somewhere safe to sleep off the drunk and get past the hurt; it almost suffocated Rob with its urgency.


  The guy squinted up at him. “I’m Blake. And you…” he squeezed Rob’s leg, his face too close to Rob’s own for comfort. “You are…really tall.” He let go and lurched to his feet.  Rob followed him around the back of the tent, helped him up after he puked on the grass and guided him to a nearby waiting taxi.


  “Okay Blake. I’m Rob,” he crouched down on the sidewalk to be eye-to-eye marveling again at the deep green that met his gaze. “Where should I send you?”


  Blake gripped his arm, sending a shock wave of energy through Rob’s entire body. Blake felt it too, let him go fast, staring at his own hand then up at Rob. “Uh, dunno. Someone else did hotel stuff.  I’m…too…” Rob made a decision then; one he’d look back on and thank god for, but which made him doubt his sanity at the time.  He pushed Blake’s floppy form across the back seat and climbed in, giving the taxi driver his home address. Blake leaned into him, making Rob shiver. What are you doing Frietag? Picking up boys at the beer fest now? Nice.


  He shook his head, lifted his arm and put it around the young man’s shoulders, loving the perfect way he fit into his side. “Sorry.” Blake mumbled.


  When they arrived at his building, he jostled Blake out and into the elevator, hating himself for how much he loved holding him up, loved the sensation of the man’s strong body in his arms. God, you are just sick. He stared at the two of them in the elevator door’s reflection.


  “Thanks,” Blake mumbled, sounding more like “shlanks” before Rob lowered him to the large leather couch. Rob put a hand on Blake’s hair, touched his rough jaw, and acknowledged the loosening of the vise he’d had around his chest for the past year or two. Blake mumbled some more, rolled onto his side and started snoring. Rob pulled off his shoes and tried not to stare at the obvious physical perfection that hid under Blake’s faded jeans before covering him with a blanket.


  Cut the shit, you dirty old man. Let the kid sleep it off then point him wherever he needs to go. The end.


  But Rob sat longer than he realized, watching Blake sleep.


  


  Part II:  Blake


  


  Chapter One


   


  Two Years Earlier


  Blake bounced up and down on the balls of his feet, nervous energy coursing through him like a live wire. He tried hard to focus on the words coming from his new boss’ mouth, but all he heard was, “I did it. I did it. I did it,” like a mantra in his head. And he had.


  Despite his father’s intense disapproval, he’d ditched his math/science track at the University of Michigan, packed up his truck and headed to Portland, Oregon. Enrolled in their brewing science program he'd graduated in a record three years. He'd come back to Ann Arbor to run his own brewery for the first time. His. He gripped his hands behind him, unable to keep the no-doubt shit-eating grin from his face. Evan Adams, owner of Big House Brewing Company looked up at him at one point as they talked about particulars of the staffing issues Blake needed to handle along with the general day-to-day operations for one of the fastest growing micros in the state and finally had grinned back.


  Then he got serious again. “Listen, Blake, we are taking a bit of a risk with you. You’ve apprenticed for less than a year over at Jackson Brewing, you’re young…”


  “But," Blake interrupted,  "you said yourself, I'm energetic and creative. You won’t regret this, Evan. I swear it.” He bounced again, feeling the taut muscles in his legs flex and relax.   The other man sighed and rolled his shoulders.


  “Well, tell you what, if you can keep this thing going for me, for us, we are in for a wild ride; I am sure of it. Now, let’s focus on this paperwork a second, can we?”


  Blake nodded, and tried to do just that. They both looked up when the metal brewery door slammed shut.


  “Suzanne!” Evan stood, held out his arms, and a slight, red-headed vision of beauty went into them for a brief moment before breaking away and turning to him. Blake blinked. Felt his heart do a weird speed up then slow down thing at the sight of the petite, gorgeous woman who stuck her hand out for him to take. Evan had to clear his throat before Blake realized he was required to meet her halfway on the politeness thing. He gulped, enveloped her small hand in his and had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from yanking her into a hug. Jesus but she was…perfect.


  “Sorry, Blake, right? I’ve been out, um, sick, for the last week or so. Missed all the interview fun but it sounds like you are a done deal.” Evan slapped Blake on the back and laughed.


  “This little firebrand, my friend, will become your worst nightmare very soon.” Blake stared at the man, then back into the dark greenish eyes of the woman dressed in a perfect cream-colored skirt, sleeveless shirt and high heels. He sensed his mouth opening and closing like a fish, or the village idiot, but no sounds would form.


  “Oh, come on now Evan,” she batted her long lashes innocently and pouted her perfect cupid-bow lips. Blake’s knees nearly buckled.  He coughed to cover up his gasp.  “Poor guy. Let him get his sea legs before you sic me on him, okay?”  She sashayed away, into the Tap Room, calling out to various staff members and accepting warm hugs of welcome-back as she passed through. Blake stared at her, then back at Evan, and realized both of his hands were clenched into tight fists. He took a breath and released them. Evan also watched the small form walk away, something resembling anger in his eyes.


  Blake waited for Evan to remember he was still in the room.  “So, ah, you didn’t mention a female brewer.” He needed to know more about her, now.


  Evan started and looked back at him. “Oh, no that’s the marketing director. She's the one who manages the sales staff and, sort of, you.”


  Blake frowned. “Oh,” was the best he could utter. Smooth, Thornton. Very smooth, he grimaced at himself. Evan rallied and they finished their paperwork. Blake started on the task of getting the chaos that was the operation of Big House Brewing in order. His brain buzzed for hours with the sheer amazement that he’d done this and with a burning need to catch sight of Suzanne once more.


  Finally, about two hours after he’d managed to work himself into a sweat moving pallets of bottles and packaging materials around so he could begin brewing the next morning, he wiped his brow, looked up and saw her. She sat on one of the tall stools at the long worktable that held a couple of laptop computers and the usual detritus of brewing: Order forms, hops samples, invoices, and bottles of beer for testing. Blake took a step back into the shadows created by the towering stacks of boxes and observed her for a minute.


  She was on the phone, laughing, then serious. He watched as she then put the phone down softly on the stainless steel surface. She sighed, looked up at the ceiling and put her face in her hands. Blake stared intently at her, and realized her shoulders were shaking. She was crying. The natural “fixer” in him rose to the surface but he wrestled it away, knowing he had no business stalking her from the shadows. After a minute or two she wiped her eyes, ran her fingers through her long red hair and stood. The way she squared her shoulders made Blake’s heart clench for some reason. He had no explanation, but an absolute need to help her roared through him. How he knew she required his help was also a mystery, but his entire body buzzed to be near her, to comfort, and to touch.


   When she leaned over to adjust her shoe, he had entirely different physical reaction. He groaned to himself and took another step back between the boxes willing his cock down.  He concentrated on calculating the specific gravity of his first batch of Big House Brewing lager and tried to get himself under control. By the time he stepped back out, sweat still beaded his face, and he nearly plowed right into her turning the corner.


  “Whoa there handsome. Watch where you’re going.” Her voice was soft, but firm. He gripped her arm, then let go, embarrassed by his need to touch her.


  Blake was no fool nor was he blind to the gigantic diamond on her left ring finger. He straightened up, and grinned, pulling off his baseball cap and running a hand through his close-cropped hair.  She stepped back, crossed her arms and cocked her hip shooting him a completely unreadable look.


  “Damn you really are cute. Gonna get interesting around here. Gotta dash, but I’ll see you tomorrow morning, seven a.m. First official sales meeting with our new brewer. Eat your Wheaties, big boy.” He stared as she turned on one high heel and departed.  A knee jerk combination of anger, pride and raw lust made him shiver. He worked until past nine p.m. emerging into the Tap Room to meet the staff and have a few beers before heading home.


    


  ****


   


  Within weeks Blake realized something. Suzanne was indeed making his new life as head brewer for Big House a living hell. Mainly it was because her sales team was fantastic at their jobs, but also because she was so infernally bossy. He spent the small percentage of time he wasn't fantasizing about fisting his hands in her long red hair and kissing her smart god damned mouth so hard she’d whimper, utterly furious at her. It made for interesting times indeed, just as she had predicted.  One thing he’d come to learn about Suzanne, she loved being right.


  His sister had teased him relentlessly. “Oh, it’s cute. You’re like in middle school with a crush on the teacher.”


  “Shut it,” he’d glared at her over wine one night on her small back porch. Sara had saved him when he’d returned to Ann Arbor with nothing but the clothes on his back and a degree worth nothing, at least according to their father. He probably could have saved the “oh by the way Dad I’m bi-sexual” convo for a different moment but had taken a perverse pleasure in the way Matthew Thornton’s face had reddened so alarmingly that his mother had made him leave the house.  He had moved into Sara’s small condo and taken over the second bedroom with promises of moving out as soon as he had about six months' worth of salary in the bank.


  She had just quit her stable and lucrative job with a major pharmaceutical company to take up life selling houses at one hundred percent commission. Luckily, she had been their father’s perfect, do-no-wrong daughter, so he’d bankrolled her for a while until her new career had shot into the stratosphere like everything she ever did. It made Blake’s teeth ache with frustration, but since he’d been Sara’s champion and defender her whole life it also on some bizarre level, soothed him. The conversation they’d had the night before ghosted through his head.


  “He’d help, you know, if you would ask him.” She defended their indefensible father.


  “Not fucking likely,” had been his answer. “You do know ‘real estate agent’ ranks just below ‘used car salesman’ and barely above ‘lawyer.’  Why in the hell would you do it? You made great money selling drugs.”


  She’d shrugged. “I wanted to stay close to home. I hated all the stupid travel with the drug thing. Besides, I call my own hours this way. I'm master of my own destiny, as it were.”


  He’d scoffed but smiled at her. They’d been close their whole lives, weathering the various storms that made up their parents’ relationship. Separated by a mere eighteen months, they looked enough alike to be twins.  He worried about her, too much probably, but it was part and parcel of loving Sara. She hurt, so did he. And now that he was foundering, she’d stepped up. “I’m sorry.” She had patted his hand last night. “I don’t mean to make fun of it. Besides what happened to Jeremy?” She named the man he’d lived with the last year of school on the west coast. Blake shrugged.


  “We drifted apart. Actually he drifted straight into one our professor’s beds. They are still together, I think.” He sipped, ignoring the niggling voice in his head that reminded him of how hard it had been to accept that Jeremy was, most likely, a straight man just experimenting. It had been his first true relationship with a guy and had ended badly. “Whatever.”


    


  ****


            


  Blake glared at Suzanne as she sat across from him during their weekly seven a.m. sales and production meeting. She met his stare, her odd-colored eyes dark with intensity and anger—at him. “What the fuck do you mean you are gonna run out of the amber?” The rest of the team shifted awkwardly. Blake’s ears got hot.


  “What part did you not understand?” He kept his voice even. He did not need to be pushed around by a bunch of sales people. Evan had said it himself. This was his brewery to run. He called the brew schedule. They made a lot of lagers which implied time in storage and he was determined to get his head around some of the bad batches they’d had come out of here before he arrived. That meant time. That meant her precious fucking amber ale was delayed.


  She closed her eyes, obviously trying to keep her cool. He smiled at her, his level of horniness ramping up a thousand fold at the sight of the fire in them when they re-opened. “The part about the amber ale being my best off-premise seller and you being out of it, you ass. That part.”


  “Well, I need the storage space to do some krausening on the blonde, to make sure it’s ready for summer, and to work out the shittiness you guys had going on in your pilsner.” He took a breath, willing his hardening cock soft. I really need to get laid. He gritted his teeth.  “I call the shots back here, Suzanne. Remember?”


  “Yes, Blake, I do.”


  He shivered as she spoke his name, but let fury rule the day as she continued.


  “But, you have no fucking shots to call if I—if we—don’t sell.  If my customers want the Big House Amber and I have to tell them, 'Our brewer is too busy dicking around with a perfectly good recipe just to feed his own ego. Sorry, you can’t have it. I’m sure you will find another good microbrewery to replace us with.' That makes me very unhappy and makes the numbers at the end of the month an ugly red color. You do know what that means, right, brewer?”


  He stood, nearly blinded with anger, knocking into the half-assed table they used to conduct their meeting. Coffees and profanity flew. But he never took his eyes from hers. “Fine. I’ll readjust. But, my ego is gonna be tied pretty fucking closely to this place soon. You’d best get used to it.”


   


   


  By the time he’d sorted through the complications of changing the brew schedule to accommodate the increased demand for the amber, he’d calmed down. The two assistants he’d hired were scurrying around doing their various busy-work as he concocted the next day’s recipe. She was right, but he would be damned to hell and back before he admitted it to her. Before he knew it, the clock stood at nearly seven p.m. He’d been at it since 7 a.m. with only about an hour’s break.


  “For a guy who’s been at work for nearly twelve hours you look pretty fresh.” He jerked his head back and up and connected nicely with the hard stainless of the brew vessel he was checking for leaks.


  “Son of a fucking…” he muttered rubbing the rapidly growing knot on his skull.  “Oh. You.” He muttered ignoring the zinging that flew through his veins at the sight of her jean-clad form by his side. The music that he and the brew boys kept on all day swirled around them. She held a fresh pour from the Tap Room.


  “Peace offering?” She smiled. He tried not to match it. She had to know how pissed he was at her little stunt in the meeting.  He stripped off his heavy-duty gloves and hung them beside the brew house, ignoring her as best he could, but her very presence encompassed him, making him tense, horny and unhappy all at the same time. “C’mon Blake. Have a beer with me?” She held it out, pouted a little. He knew she was manipulating him. He felt the basic male in him react, but he wrestled it back down. He would not be played.


  “No. Thanks. Got a date. See you tomorrow.” Without looking at her, and risking being a pussy, he left.


  


  Chapter Two



   


  Two Months Later


  “Blake!”


  He grunted, rolled over, tried to grasp where he was and who was with him. The phone chirped. “Blake!” The strange voice coalesced in his brain, reminding him he’d gotten laid last night.


  “Phone!” The guy held out his device.


  He grabbed it and hit answer. “What!”


  “Where the fuck are you?” Suzanne’s voice shattered his sleepy haze.


  “Uh, home?” He sat, rubbing his hand over his face. He’d managed to find a pretty good rental deal on a downtown condo, given the current shitty real estate market and thanks to his sister. “Why? Jesus, Suzanne, it’s Sunday.” He groaned and flopped back on the bed, watching the taut backside of the guy he’d picked up the night before. At that moment, he could not even remember the man’s name. He put a hand over his eyes.


  “God dammit Blake, we were going to…”


  He groaned. “Oh shit. I totally forgot.”


  “I can see that. I’m here. On a Sunday. It’s nine a.m. My sales staff is here. Ready to brew. You are apparently still in bed?”


  “Yeah.” He had no answer. She was right. Damn her. “Give me twenty minutes.” He was supposed to be running a mini brew school.  That morning at eight thirty. Shit. He’d spent so much damn energy avoiding her he’d even let himself forget this “special” Sunday event for the staff.


  “Never mind. I sent them all home.” Blake put his head in his hands. “Obviously not a priority for you, so…”


  “Listen, Suzanne, I’m sorry. I can make it happen I swear. Call them back. I’ll be there in fifteen.”


  “Do whatever you want.” He stared at the phone that had gone dead in his hands.


  “Fuck!” He hurled it down on the bed, leapt in for a record-setting shower before heading for the door.


  “Hey…” the man tried to waylay him with a kiss. Blake cut it off, put his hand on the guy’s shoulder.


  “I’m sorry. I usually don’t, uh,”


  “Fuck and run?” The guy smiled at him and patted his rough jaw. “It’s okay lover. I get you. Have a nice life. I can see myself out.”


  Blake winced and cursed himself all the way to his truck and during the short drive to the brewery. He usually did not pick up strange men, or women, for that matter just for a quickie. For once he was grateful he had, taking the edge off his extreme horniness. He felt equipped to handle Suzanne without letting his overworked libido get in the way.


  He squealed to a halt outside the brewery, jumped out of the truck and threw the door open. The place was dark. “Shit,” he muttered. No matter how he felt about her, blowing this off was a big deal. He ran a hand down his face.  Might as well get ready for next week. He’d pulled the amber ahead on the brewing schedule so he had to double up on Monday to fill the larger fermentation vessels with the other beers that he could move out of the way in order to match her sales staff’s success with the mild red brew. A small sound made him look up.  He took a step further into the room. Burbling buckets next to each fermenter made their usual noises and the pinging of the air compressor did its thing. All noises he knew well. He cocked his head to the side, listening for it again.


  A sniffle, a hiccup, and then… he tossed the clipboard on the table and strode between the tall, stainless steel vessels. He stopped when he saw her with her hands propped on the lab table and shoulders shaking. He cleared his throat and she whirled around. The look in her eyes startled him. A combination of fear, anger, and, was it relief? Blake felt something start buzzing in the vicinity of his lizard brain. The part of him that needed to protect, to shield her from whatever it was that had her so upset, nearly made him stumble closer and grab her. But he stayed put, gritting his teeth.


  “Sorry,” she wiped at her eyes.  “I um…,” glancing down at her phone she sighed and held up a hand. “Hang on.” She put the device to her ear. “Yes?”


  Blake watched, the protective buzz getting stronger by the second as she walked away, whispering into the phone. Realizing he had no business whatsoever doing it, he followed her, needing to hear her end of the conversation. 


  “I know Mitchell. I’ll be home later.” A pause. “No. He’s not. What difference does that…sorry.” A longer pause. “How is this any different that you being on call on the weekends?”  A short pause. “Okay. I will be. I promise. Now, please let me work.” He backed away into the shadows and saw her slump against a conditioning tank, and nearly chewed a hole on the inside of his cheek to keep from yelling at her, to ask what was wrong. Clenching his fists, he forced himself to whistle, to fuck around with shit in the lab. Then, he got an idea.


  “Hey.” He called out, knowing she’d hear him. “You’re here. I’m here. Let’s brew.”


  There was a few seconds of silence.  “How long will that take?”


  “A few hours, four at the most.” He walked over to the mill room, determined to make this happen, to do the brew school, anything to share time with her and, in the process, hopefully find out what was going on.


  She emerged from the shadows. Her face was drawn and her eyes positively haunted. Deciding to ignore that in hopes of getting more out of her once they were hard at work, he held out some heavy rubber gloves.  “C’mon doll. You can’t be a beer wench unless you’ve actually brewed.”


  That did it. The smile was one he knew, and was growing to love in ways that terrified him.  “Fine. Gauntlet thrown. Consider it picked up, brewer.” She grabbed the gloves.


   


  By the time they had the wort happily boiling, Blake knew he was an utter goner. She took to everything, shied from no challenge, hefted malt bags, calculated complex equations for gravity, even made a few pretty good suggestions about the hops to use. Blake showed her how to measure the aromatic pellets of brewing magic, handed her the buckets and she poured them in, smiling as the steam took on a distinctive odor he loved. “I love this part of the process.” She said as she stared into the huge tank holding the now hop laden sugar water that would eventually become a batch of their distinctive India Pale Ale.  He repressed the urge to leap up the steps of the brewing platform and kiss her.


  “Huh. Mine too.” He kept it cool, watching as steam swirled around her face. She seemed relaxed, even happy, for the first time since he’d laid eyes on her nearly three months prior. Unable to resist, drawn by something he simply could not name, he climbed the metal steps and stood behind her. She shifted, leaned back into him ever so slightly. He put a hand on her shoulder. But she shook her head, turned and smiled at him, putting a little distance between them again. And the moment was broken.


  “Okay,” he croaked out. “Time to work.” She gave him a quizzical look. He handed her the stainless steel trowel.


  An hour later she had the heavy remnants of their brew day—the wet, spent grains they started with—scraped down into rubber garbage bins and ready to put outside for the farmer who picked up twice a week. She stood, wiped a hand across her face. “Damn.” He grinned at her from his position by the fermenter where he’d just pitched yeast into the wort for the fermentation stage of brewing.


  He fiddled with the connections, even though he knew there were perfect. “Yeah, who needs aerobics, eh?” She looked stunning even in jeans and a t-shirt, covered nearly head to toe with wet, smelly, sticky grains of barley. She laughed and together they hosed off the inside of the tank, the trowel and all of the various implements they’d used in the previous hours. He kept up an inane chatter, talking about chemistry, original gravities, all sort of bullshit just to keep talking. Because, if he stopped, he was certain he would grab her and kiss her, which was probably not the right move at that moment, possibly not ever.


  She groaned and stretched her arms. He held out a hand. “Let’s have a drink. Celebrate our first day working together that did not end in profanity and thrown objects.” She looked at it, yearning in her eyes.


  “Oh, well…” She plucked her phone from the table and glanced at it.


  The look on her face caused a thrill of anger to pass through him. Whoever was communicating with her had scared her. He tried not to interfere, just stood, unwilling to move. “What’s up?” he gestured at the phone.


  “Nothing. Okay. One beer. You choose.”


  Within minutes they sat on the couch in the Tap Room, feet up on the makeshift table made of crates, holding the first of the bourbon barrel aged series. “Oh hell, Blake this is…” she sipped again, closed her eyes then looked straight at him. “You really are good at this aren’t you?”


  He shrugged, sipped his own, noted its imperfections before acknowledging it was pretty damn good even this young.  “Yeah. I am. Sorry you have to admit it.”


  She bumped shoulders with him, making him gulp. He had never in his entire life felt this worked up over anyone, male or female. He didn’t like it. But had no idea what to do about it. He propped an arm on the couch back, feeling like a kid on his first date. She flopped back, her hair draping over his bare skin. He tried not to shiver too obviously. 


  They continued to sip in companionable silence, thighs touching slightly, observing the mellow vibe of the Tap Room on a Sunday. Her phone buzzed. She sighed and stared at it, then over at him. He smiled, hoping he didn’t give away the raw emotion churning in his gut. “Well,” she touched his leg nearly making him leap out of his overwrought skin. “Gotta go. Thanks, Blake. Seriously. This was,” she held up her empty glass, “exactly what I needed.”


  She rose, her small frame full of tension again. Blake forced himself to stay silent and still as she greeted a few customers, set her glass on the bar and left. Hauling himself out of the couch, he stretched and headed back into the brewery to do a few more things before heading home. He made some notes on the IPA board, ran his hand over his rough jaw, entertaining the concept of growing a beard, realized he had his black belt test in a week. Willing himself to think about everything, anything, but Suzanne and that look of fear that had passed over her face. The whole strong-professional female vibe she cultivated had cracked, given him a look at the real her. It made him even crazier than before.


   The soft snick of the back brewery door made him look up, a greeting on his lips for what he assumed was likely his second brewer. The guy was OCD about this process, which was the very reason he’d been hired.  He blinked at the bright sunlight backlighting the figure in the doorway. “Cal?” He called out, looking back down at this laptop screen. “Hey man, I, um, we went ahead and did the IPA today so…” A touch on his arm made him turn.


  His heart pounded again at the sight of the lovely red-headed woman who starred in all his most vivid recent fantasies. “Hey,” He started to try and deflect, but she put her lips to his so fast he knew nothing else. Nothing but her. After a half second of surprise he cupped the back of her neck, held her close, afraid this was yet another dream and he’d awake to nothing. She slid her arms around him, opened her lips to his tongue and he couldn’t repress a groan as he dove into her mouth. Their hands roamed all over each other in a strange dance of desperation. He turned her so her back was against the tall worktable, kissed his way down her neck, cupped a breast as she sighed and fisted her hands in his hair.


  “Blake,” she whispered. “Wait.”


  “Hell no. I am not waiting.” He mumbled against the intoxicating deliciousness of her skin. “I can’t.” He shifted, sensing her hand make its way toward the stiffening under his zipper. But then, as soon as it started, it was over. The phone buzzed in her back pocket; she lifted the damn thing up and stared at it. Blake caught a glimpse of the name “Mitchell.” She tucked it back into her jeans, cradled his face between her hands.


  “I just wanted to thank you.” She brushed her lips over his. He shuddered, realizing this was indeed a fucking nightmare. He ran his hands up the pebbling skin of her arms, frowning as she flinched when he reached her biceps. The bizarre, possessive buzzing started up again. He pushed up the sleeve of her tee shirt. A ring of angry bruises against her porcelain skin nearly made him growl with anger. She sucked in a breath as he stared at it, then up at her.


  “What the fuck?” he started, but she pulled away, yanked her sleeves down.


  “Oh, I was rollerblading. Nearly fell. A friend grabbed me, kept me from face planting. But I bruise like a peach.” She rubbed one arm, her eyes darting all over the room, anywhere but on him.  He put a thumb to her chin, made her focus.


  He leaned in to taste her lips, just once more. She met him halfway, sending him further in a downward spiral of lust and need. He broke the clinch this time kissing her nose, her forehead, and both cheeks. “Thank me anytime, just like that.” She blushed beet red, turned and darted out the door, leaving him, chest heaving, brain humming, every nerve ending on fire.


   


   


  Suzanne sat in her car gripping the steering wheel, and tried to calm her pounding pulse. She stared out the windshield. Recaptured the sensation of Blake’s arms around her, of his lips on hers. The memory of that perfect moment when they finally came together made tears press behind her eyes. She sucked in a breath, and answered Mitchell’s millionth call of the day.


  “Yes?”


  “Where the hell are you now?”


  She winced at the familiar tightness in his voice. “In the car, heading home.”


  “About fucking time.”


  “Aren’t you leaving soon anyway?” She knew this was true and something in her wanted to hear him say it. She’d mostly gotten past the need to provoke her hot-tempered husband a few months ago, when the verbal control he’d always exerted over her had become actual physical abuse. She rubbed her arm, still sore where he’d grabbed her. The lies she’d started concocting sometimes even convinced her that she was not the victim of a brutish man she’d once loved.


  “Huh,” he grunted, and she could picture him pacing, running his fingers through his hair, obsessing about her every move. “Yeah. That’s why I wanted you home. I thought we’d, you know, spend some time together today.”


  Suzanne closed her eyes and leaned back against the headrest of her expensive imported car. Without realizing she was doing it, she brushed her fingers over her lips, attempting to conjure Blake as she placated the man who’d met her the first week of medical school, chased her with flattering intensity and now had turned on her with such shocking ferocity.


  “Okay, I’m on my way. Was going to stop for groceries.” She had started calculating ways to avoid him, work around his schedule so she didn’t have to be in the house when he was there. She shuddered at a sudden flash of memory. Mitchell’s handsome, eager face as he went down on one knee and presented his family’s heirloom diamond ring for her. The terror-filled moment when she refused him and he stood, anger clear in his gaze and gripped her arm for a split second before releasing her.


  It had taken him three attempts but finally she’d agreed. He had such a powerful way about him, reminded her so much of Jack, back in the days when she'd nurtured a not-so-secret crush on that man. Suzanne had grown up a loner, an only child of a single mother who worked around the clock to make ends meet. Most of her friends through all stages of school had been men. She had her fair share of opportunities to hook up, to be part of a couple, and had resisted it all the way into medical school. Until she met Mitchell Baxter.


  “No,” the tightness in his voice increased, not boding well for her welcome home. She put a hand on her chest, trying to quell the rising panic. She should not have come here today. Should have let Blake forget the brewing altogether. She definitely should not have gone back inside to “thank” him. She knew damn good and well she wanted to kiss him, but was now sorry she had done it. He represented a bright, shining beacon of hope in her rapidly narrowing world. And that was in no way fair to him. She snapped to, realizing Mitchell had asked her a question. “Well?” He demanded.


   She gulped. “Sorry hon, I uh, was just pulling out into traffic. What did you ask?”


  “Oh never mind, Jesus. Use the hands-free Bluetooth. It’s why I bought that fucking expensive car for you.” He sighed and Suzanne waited, knowing what was coming next. He was nothing if not predictable lately. “Sorry. I, um, I didn’t mean to snap.”


  “It’s fine. I’ll be home in a few.”


  “Good. I think we could work on our little project.”


  Suzanne ground her teeth. Mitchell was bound and determined to get her pregnant. Up until the moment when he’d lashed out at her with his fists for staying out late at a beer event, she’d gone along with the plan. But the minute he backhanded her, sending her spinning across the kitchen, catching her hip on the expensive oven handle, she’d made a vow. She had gone to her gynecologist, sworn her to secrecy since the woman knew Mitchell too, and was back on the pill within a day.


  She pulled into the long, circular drive of the Italianate home he’d bought “for her” the week they got married. She’d been so young, so in love, and so completely stupid. She sat in the garage holding on to the wheel about a minute too long. The loud rap on the window, the look of fury on his once-beloved face, provided exactly the sort of welcome home she expected. As she emerged, his glare softened and he pulled her in for a patented "Mitchell Baxter mind-blowing" kiss. She pretended to sigh with satisfaction. I really could get an Academy Award for the acting job I’ve been doing the last six months.


  There had been a time when she would have been grateful for this sudden change of atmosphere, but she’d been fooled by it too many times. So, she kissed him back, bracing for the moment when he flipped the switch in his head and started berating her, or the latest in the Mitchell repertoire, hitting her so she was forced to stay home and away from the job she loved. This new routine always included crying and remorse, begging for her forgiveness, and tending her usually out-of-sight wounds before disappearing for another unsatisfactory shift at the hospital.


  “C’mon baby,” he muttered in her ear, making her skin crawl with dread. “Let’s go make a baby.”


  


  Chapter Three


   


  The following two weeks were a solid combination of flirtation, frustration and agony for Blake. He and Suzanne had cooled the vitriol in meetings, now that he had a handle of what she needed from him brewery-wise. But, the random passing wink or not-so-subtle brush of her hand or arm or leg against his turned him into a walking talking hard on. Then, after two weeks of working together, she disappeared.


  It took only a day without knowing where she was before he was ready to explode. By the time Evan showed up with some friend of his, he had to ask. “Hey, uh, where’s Suzanne today?”


  Evan shot him an odd look, and then glanced down at the bar. “Sick.”


  “Oh. Okay.” He poured a couple of beers for his boss and the tall guy next to him.


  “I’m not putting up with it anymore.” The other man, clad in an expensive-looking suit said to Evan. Blake stayed within earshot; something in his gut told him they were talking about her. “Screw this. I’m going to get her.” Blake watched as Evan shook his head and downed half of his beer in one gulp.


  “Hang on Gordon. It’s not our place, you know?”


  “Fuck that ten ways to Sunday. She is my friend, has been for a lot of years. This whole thing has got to stop, god dammit.” The man sucked back his beer nearly as fast, clonking the empty glass on the bar so loud nearby patrons stared at him. Blake found himself shaking, enough so that he had to put his own glass down. He walked over to the men. “Need another?” He pointed to the empty glasses.


  “Nah, I’m good.” The tall guy leaned back in his chair, glaring at Evan. He pulled his phone from a pocket. “It’s her,” he bit out then answered. “Babe! What’s up?” Leaning forward on the bar, his posture tensed. He looked up at Evan. “When? Okay. Stay there. I’m on the way," he stood, shoving the device in his trouser pocked and glared at Blake’s boss. “Yeah. Like I said, fuck that bastard. I’m going to get her. Now.”


  Evan sighed. “Want me to come?”


  “No. You just piss him off more. He doesn’t know me … yet.” Blake watched the tall, dark-haired man stride to the door as if he owned the place. Evan turned back toward the bar.


  “Sorry.” He pointed to his glass. “I’ll take another, thanks.”


  Blake filled it, and one for himself.  “What’s up?” He tried to keep his voice casual but his skin was crawling with dread.


  “Uh, well, it’s Suzanne.”


  “Yeah. What about her?” Something in Blake’s voice must have betrayed him.


  Evan shot him another strange look. “Look, don’t get involved. It’s a mess. And it’s gonna get worse before it gets better.”


  Blake sipped, keeping his eyes on his boss’.  “Let me be the judge of whom, I mean, of what I get involved with.”


  Evan shook his head. “No, you don’t want any of this, trust me.” He hopped off his chair.  “I changed my mind. Sorry.” He pushed the full glass of beer away and left.


    


  **** 


   


  Suzanne stared at the door, then forced herself to raise a fist and knock. When she got no answer she did it again. Just as she was about to hit it once more, it flew open. A lovely female version of Blake stood here, wine glass in hand. Suzanne gulped.


  “Yes,” the woman asked. Suzanne blushed but words still escaped her. The woman’s smile was genuine. “Can I help you?”


  “Sorry, I was, um, looking for Blake.”


  “Sure, he’s here. C’mon in.” She held the door wide. Suzanne was about to demur when she saw him, standing in an entrance to what must be a back porch, his broad shoulders and handsome face nearly making her burst into tears of relief. He took the few steps between them and stood next to the woman who could be his twin.


  “Hey.” She said weakly, unable to muster much more. She had no business here. No business dragging him into the fucking mess she’d made of her life. But from the moment she’d met him, she’d fought a nearly irresistible compulsion to jump into his arms, let him shield her from her own life. Then, the amazing Sunday they'd spent together, and her moment of insanity when she’d come back in to kiss him rose in her memory. She shivered, ran a hand up her arm and tried not wince and give away how sore her ribs were.  Her entire body was raw thanks to Mitchell’s sudden obsession with getting her pregnant.


  She’d stared at her sleep deprived face in the mirror this morning and made a decision. She wanted—no, she needed to see Blake. The last round of what she supposed she could call marital rape, and the subsequent beating she’d taken when she’d locked herself in the guest room, had meant a week away from the man who’d come to represent a lifeline. It was probably unfair to use him like that, but she intuited that he felt pretty strongly about her. And something about him seemed such a perfect foil to the man she lived with. She’d jumped in her car and found herself there, facing him, and ready to bolt.


  “Suzanne.” He said, flatly. “Uh, what are you doing here?” The other woman smacked his shoulder.


  “You are such a pig. Hi, Suzanne. I’m Sara, Blake’s sister, since he seems to have forgotten his manners.” He rubbed his arm, but kept his eyes pinned on Suzanne’s.  She smiled and shook the woman’s hand. “Can I get you anything, water? Beer? Jesus, Blake move out of the way.” She shoved him aside to move into the kitchen. Suzanne swallowed, drowning in the deep green of Blake’s stare.  The ever present tears stung her eyes. He frowned and took her hand, drawing her further into the small living room. 


  “Sorry,” She shrugged. “I um, just wanted to talk to you a minute, if you have time?”


  Blake kept his gaze on her as he hollered to his sister. “Sara, I’ll be back, okay? Save me some dinner.” Without another word, he guided her out the door and onto the sidewalk. “How did you know where to find me?”


  “Oh, small business you know, the employment records aren’t exactly a secret. But I didn’t realize you lived with...” Blake shoved his hands in his pockets. She winced, on reflex, and then forced herself to relax. Blake is not Mitchell, she admonished. He was the polar opposite of Mitchell. Her newly developed Pavlov-like reaction to a man shoving his hands in his pockets as a precursor to temper had nothing to do with Blake.


  He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t anymore. I just did when Evan hired me. I have a place downtown now. Should we go…?”


   She stopped dead on the sidewalk, suddenly furious with herself. What the hell was she thinking? Anyone could see her, could see them, out in public like this. She gulped and took a step backwards. The twin sensations of desire for Blake’s arms around her and terror at the thought of being anywhere near another man made her dizzy.


  “No!” She blurted out.


  Blake turned to look back at her; his amazing, incredible face, open and innocent.  She blushed again. “Okay, relax. Not trying to show you my etchings or anything.” She gulped and realized he was joking.  Dear god, she was a basket case.  He held out a hand. “C’mon, let’s walk.” She took it and, as if they had been holding hands for years, slid her fingers between his. The warmth of his palm made her shiver and smile at the same time.  But she couldn’t afford to feel happy, or safe, not even for a minute. She pulled her hand away, missing his warmth already but letting her self-preservation impulse keep her separate from him.


  Realizing she was clinging to the man as if he were her only hope; her only anchor in a strange sea of a scary and abusive marriage, she took a breath. “We can’t.” Blake stopped, put a hand on her arm, making her body tense for flight.


   As if sensing her stress, he dropped it, but tilted her face up when she kept her eyes down. “Can’t what?” He took her hand, gripped it tight.


  She blew out a breath. “Listen, let’s go get a coffee. I owe you an explanation.” Suzanne tried to let go of the panic rising in her gut as she stood in broad daylight holding hands with a man not her husband; one who was probably ten years her junior.  The perfection of his touch made her shiver again. He wouldn’t let her go, but the grip wasn’t threatening. It was comforting. She closed her eyes, then opened them with shock when she felt his lips against her knuckles.


   “You don’t owe me anything. But I will listen if you need me to.”  His green eyes were wary, guarded, but something in them made her want to trust him, to confide and get his support, even as she rejected that as foolish and potentially dangerous. She let herself be mesmerized for another second before looking away. They stayed silent through the remainder of the journey. Suzanne tried not to flinch every time a car shot past them on Main Street. Marveling at herself yet again—how she’d gone from confident, no-nonsense, no-connection, future doctor to this, flinching, cringing mess. She hated herself. But Blake promised not to hate her, so she latched onto him, let him open the door to the busy coffee shop, already justifying what she was about to do.


   He ordered two black coffees, knowing from their early morning meetings she preferred it that way, then settled into a back corner booth with her. She sipped and stayed silent. He let her set the pace and she felt herself falling even deeper for him.


  “I, um, I mean, I’m married.” She blushed at his grin.


  “Yeah…. and?”


  “I went to medical school,” she blurted out. “It’s where we met. Mitchell was, is, very wealthy. He was an average student. Handsome, lots of girls around him all the time. We met in our first year. I had no interest in him at all. But he, well, he pulled out all the stops. Probably I should have been tipped off…” She trailed off, her brain bombarded with images of her handsome, compelling, utter asshole of a husband. The way he’d pursued her with a single-mindedness that she now knew was a sick obsession. How his family had absorbed her, his mother bossing her around nearly immediately. Her teeth started to chatter. Blake put a hand out on the table. Without even thinking she took it, let him envelop hers, and sensed a small corner of the stress edging away at his touch.


  “Go on,” he smiled.


  She sucked in a breath. “So, finally, after three years and a lot of effort on his part, we’re engaged. I’m sucked into his huge, rich family. Before I know it, they're talking me out of working. ‘Oh honey, you just relax and let Mitchell do the work,’ and I let them.” She swiped a hand over her eyes, embarrassed to admit the whole sordid story for the first time.  “I don’t know who I was then. I was so amazed at the fact that he was so gaga over me. Jesus.” She cleared her throat. “So, there we were. Him in radiology at the U's medical center, and me tearing my ever-loving hair out, bored as shit in that stupid, giant house. So Jack, a friend from college, introduces me to Evan and I started handling marketing and stuff for Big House. Right about that time, Mitchell realized his powers of political schmoozing couldn't cover up what a shitty doctor he was. He got passed over for every promotion, every opportunity that came up. And suddenly he decided I was fucking Evan.”


  Blake set his cup down and stared at her. She blinked.  “Of course I wasn’t. But, something in him, in Mitchell, went haywire, utterly and completely loco. He started taking his shit out… on me.” The reality of her own words hit her. She started to rise, fresh panic making her breathless. She was married. She had no business whatsoever talking to this handsome young man, especially not about any of this. And there would be hell to pay when Mitchell found out, because he would find out. She shook her head, tried to recall the strong woman she’d once been, the one hidden now beneath layers of wealth and privilege, lies, fear and justification.  She slumped back in her seat. Just go home. Leave Blake out of the equation.  He doesn’t deserve to be saddled with all of your baggage.


  She watched Blake’s hand curl around his cup, saw his knuckles go white. “I need you to know the world that is my reality. How crappy it is. Before you…before we…go any further…”


  She ducked her head, sipped her cooling coffee, and let him absorb what she'd told him. Her heart pounded with fear as she stood once more to leave. Blake stared at her, grabbed her hand and she sat back down, relieved beyond measure, but with a distinct tickle of guilt at the back of her logical brain.  She waited for him to speak.


  “I figured it must be something like that.” His voice stayed low, calm, soothing and she let it do just that—soothe her. “So,” he smiled and leaned back.  She had to bite her lip at the sight of him, strong, confident, sexy, and somehow like fucking catnip to her from the get-go. “Let’s focus on something nice for a second.” She nodded. “Let’s talk a minute about that ‘going further’ bit.” She giggled, felt her face flush, and then rolled her eyes at herself. “You are gorgeous when you blush,” he leaned in, whispering. “I want to kiss you again Suzanne. So badly sometimes I think my head might explode if I don’t.”


  Pulse racing, she stood again. “Well, I can’t help with you that today.” She spoke in even, normal, public-appropriate tones. She kissed her fingertips and pressed them to his cheek, then ran out of the coffee shop before she did something even more stupid than she’d already done. Terror haunted her as she did her usual errands, getting food for dinner, lest Mitchell blame her “stupid beer job” on his not having a balanced meal every night. Her hyper-tuned husband mood radar kicked in and gave her the all-clear by the time he got home, showered, and had pulled her into his lap at the table. Of course, he was full of lovey-dovey kisses and caresses that she endured, while deep down knowing at any minute the wind could shift, and she’d be back on the couch nurturing bruises and a growing sense of uselessness. 


   


   


  The following week she did her best to ignore Blake. They had a busy schedule of festivals and other events, so their paths didn’t cross that much. Friday she was happy to have down day. She spent a few quiet hours working through the swag inventory. She had to figure out what t-shirts to order for the upcoming summer season, do the restocking and general busy work. Mitchell had been on good behavior for the most part, except when he’d shoved her out of the way to grab her phone when it rang as she cooked dinner. The man was still convinced she was fucking Evan. A patently ridiculous concept, but he wouldn’t let it go and she had gotten tired of trying to convince him otherwise. Her ribs had connected with the refrigerator handle, hard, making her breathless and him contrite. Again. Her side still hurt like hell.


  By five o'clock she was nearly done, had climbed up on a stepladder to reach the last of the winter-heavy sweatshirts. Blake’s sharp voice made her wobble. “What is that?”


  She gripped the shelving and glared down at him. “Jesus, Blake, you almost made me…” She gasped at the sensation of his hand on her side, lifting her shirt. She saw his eyes widen, then jerked her shirt down to cover evidence of Mitchell’s recent tantrum. “Stop it.” She climbed down but he stayed put, forcing her to press against him the small stock room. He glared at her, put a hand to her face. She leaned into it, her whole body screaming at her to kiss him, pull him down on the rubber-matted floor of the room and let him fuck her silly. She needed to feel connected and happy with a man again, not afraid, jumping at shadows, and contemplating the only viable option she could find to get her out of the hell she lived in every day - her own demise.


  “You’re so damn beautiful.” He whispered, as he leaned in and kissed her, gently, softly, not demanding anything. She let the stress and fear of her life slide away as she pulled him back with her to the wall.  “I can’t, Suzanne, please don’t…” he moaned as she shut him up by plunging her tongue into his mouth, tasting the delicious perfection of the man she’d been lusting after since the second she saw him. She ran her hands down his firm chest, cupped the hard bulge under his zipper.  Her programming took hold. Mitchell’s voice invaded her brain. “You’re fucking him. I know you are.” The words he used more and more as his obsession grew in his mind.


  “I’m s-s-sorry.” She yanked her hands off Blake, held her arms, tried to make herself small. The look in his eyes frightened her. Anger was not something she ever wanted to see in their green depths.  “I’ll go.” She tried to walk past him but he sidestepped and blocked her way. The familiar terror nearly choked her as she stepped back.


   “Suzanne,” his voice was low, calm, and immediately soothing. She took a breath. Blake lifted her shirt again, went down on his knees and pressed his lips to the angry purple mark the fridge door handle had left on her skin. The sensation of his hand sliding up her back, along her bare skin brought a moan to her lips and moisture between her thighs. For the first time in god-knew how long, she wanted a man, badly. She pulled him to his feet, wrapped her arms around his neck and allowed herself another amazing kiss. “I won’t ever hurt you. I promise.” He muttered as he nibbled his way down her neck. She leaned back on a stack of boxes, fisted her hands in his hair and let it all happen. Let herself be a woman, happy with a man, for a brief moment.


  He grunted as she unzipped him, fisted his hard flesh. She turned, let him lift her skirt, plunge his fingers into her. “Dear Jesus,” he muttered, as he rubbed her clit making her back arch more. She propped her hands on the wall, shaking with need and urgency.


  “Blake. Please. I’m begging you. I have wanted to feel you inside me from the minute I…oh god yes!” She sighed as he slid her soaking panties aside and slipped inside her, going deep with one long luscious thrust. He gripped her with one hand, slid the other around to tease her clit, rubbing and fucking her bringing on a climax so intense she had to clap a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming his name. He shuddered, leaned over her, got serious with his rhythm then gripped both her hips as she pressed back, her body still in the throes of her own orgasm.


  “I’m gonna come Suzanne. Can I…”


  “Yes.” She hissed. “I want to feel you.” He groaned, thrust once, and again, then she felt him release hot and perfect inside her still spasming body.  His hips kept moving, his breath coming in gasps. He pulled her up, cradled her against him maintaining their connection, kissing her neck and shoulders.  “Oh Blake,” she bit her lip as tears feel. He slipped out of her and turned her around.


  “Don’t ever be sorry we did that. “ He stared hard at her, slanted his mouth over hers, making her dizzy before breaking away. “There is so much more I want to do for you, with you, I… Oh hell,” He kissed her again, pressing her against the wall. She smiled into his lips but then reality smacked her between the eyes. She jerked herself away, smoothed her skirt, her face burning and her legs shaking with a bizarre combination of remorse, desire and fear. But to his credit, he wouldn’t let her go, held her tight, whispering in her ear.


  “I’ll fix this. I promise. You don’t have to be afraid of him.”


  She wiped her eyes and pushed him away. “It’s not your fight Blake. You can’t fix anything. Only I can do that.”


  “But…” The earnestness in his eyes made her want to sob, to throw things.  Anything to make him understand that this was her mess and she’d just dragged him into it. She would never forgive herself. “You don’t have to live like this. You can’t.”


  She put a finger over his lips, then, unable to resist, leaned into to taste him once more. As she lost herself once more in his embrace, she made a mental promise: she would leave Mitchell. She had to now. A tickle of fear made her shiver. The man might well kill her in the process. But she didn’t care. One way or another she would no longer live the lie that had become her life. Blake gripped her face, burrowed into her soul a little further with his lips and tongue, with his strong arms and firm chest and raw need.


   


   


  The sunlight streamed in her bedroom window. Suzanne rolled over, winced as old bruises made themselves known, and sat up; hoping to escape to the shower before Mitchell woke. Her husband hadn’t gotten in until late, having taken the "scut shift," as he called it. He had more or less passed out on his side of the bed only a few hours earlier.


  Relaxing under the stream of hot water, she acknowledged the visions of Blake that had filled her dreams. The sound of her name made her groan and tense up. Michell strode in, still in scrubs, a small blue card in his hand. The all glass shower door and sides hid nothing, including the dark fury in his eyes. “What the fuck is this Suzanne?” He held it up.


  She squinted at it. “It’s birth control Mitchell. You’re a doctor; surely you know that.”


  “I thought we weren’t doing this. I thought we wanted a baby.” She winced. She had promised him that, back when she started at Big House. The sick bargain she’d made with him and his meddling mother made her even angrier at herself. How in the hell had she gotten here, to this place, under the thumb of this controlling crazy man? All his warning signs were hidden beneath layers of seemingly innocuous attention. He’d wanted to be around her, with her, all the time. It was flattering, fun, and he had no shortage of talents with her body, at first. He worshipped her. And now she was paying the price.


  “What else are you lying about, you bitch?” His voice was tight again, a clear warning signal. She tried to ignore it. Summoning thoughts of Blake, of how he would be different, and show her how to love and be herself again, she raised her eyes to meet Mitchell’s. Her entire body shook.  This was it. Her moment. The old Suzanne was back and she no longer gave a shit what Mitchell thought or even did to her. He could no longer touch her true self.


   The shower rattled against the marble tile wall when he yanked it open. She flinched, started to cower then caught herself. You don’t care anymore Suzanne, remember? He won’t do any more than bat you around, make you wear long sleeves to hide marks or take a week off to let your black eye heal. Besides, his words hurt worse and had marked her soul already. Bruises and black eyes healed but the words never stopped echoing through her mind.  The clear, bright light of determination to get as far away from him as she could gave her strength. That, and thoughts of Blake. She straightened up, turned off the water and reached for a towel. How odd, to think normal couples could argue without it ending in violence. She wondered if she even knew how to do that anymore.


  “Who is he, you slut?” Mitchell prowled the large bathroom still fondling the small card of pills. “God dammit, I know you’re fucking that guy. Maybe both of them.  Maybe getting a little ass action for Suzanne? Hmm?” She watched him, too numb to acknowledge how mad he was. Thoughts of what she had done the day before, in a supply closet, with a man too young for her, roiled through her. She clamped down on it, reminded herself what Mitchell said no longer mattered. “That’s why you need these isn’t it? So you don’t get knocked up by one of those brewery assholes and pass that shit off as mine?” She rinsed off silently. “God damn it! I should never have let you work. I knew it was going to be trouble. Fucking cunt.”


  He whirled on her, his eyes wild and terrifying. She tensed then forced herself to think of Blake. Something in her brain clicked, and she squared her shoulders.  The bright light of pure anger fueled her words. Anger at herself for being such a wimp for so long, anger at her life, anger at her friends for letting her make excuses, and even anger at Blake for forcing her hand. But force it he had, because he wanted her and she felt the same way about him.


  “Yes, Mitchell. You’re right.” He frowned, stopped staring at the birth control pills, and then met her eyes. She gasped at the coldness there. Terror dimmed her vision for a fraction of a second, and then everything snapped into crystal-clear focus.  She felt a sudden lightening in her chest. She was so sick of all this shit; sick of all of the pretending. “You are an abusive asshole, Mitchell. I want a divorce.”


  He moved so quickly, she barely saw him come toward her, but she sure as hell felt it and screamed when his fist connected with her nose, then again, before the room went black.


   


   


  Something kept tapping her shoulder. She tried to bush it away but it wouldn’t stop. Was she late for a meeting? Where was she? Where was…?  Her eyes flew open and she immediately regretted it. Pain suffused every blessed nook and cranny of her body. She hurt in places she didn’t even know she had. Groaning she looked over at the kind-faced nurse, who was doing the tap-tapping on her shoulder.


  “Sorry honey. I need to wake you. Make sure you don’t sleep through the next vitals check. Your CAT scan was negative for concussion but you took a pretty good beating. So the doctors say we needed to wake you up.”


  She groaned and tried to pull herself into a ball, to escape the capital-P pain that oozed out of every pore. “Where…who…how… Could I have some water,” she croaked.  After sipping from the straw put to her lips she sighed, and tried to swallow, found even that too hard for words. The nurse patted her arm.


  “I’m upping your morphine hon. You’re gonna need it. You have a few visitors. Want to see anyone?” She shook her head, tears flowing unbidden.


  She shifted a little on the bed. “Why do I hurt down there? I mean…, “ she blushed. “In my, you know…”


  “Well you are on a catheter for the time being. The rest I’ll let the doctor tell you.”  The nurse’s face was angry.  But there was a knock at the door before she could speak again. A young woman in a doctor’s coat peeked in. Jack and Evan were right on her heels.


  “Hi Suzanne.” The woman chirped. Suzanne winced at the sight of her friends. “Umm, these guys won’t leave me alone. Say they want to be with you when we talk about what happened.”


  She nodded, her throat thick with emotion. “Where’s Blake?” She whispered. She wanted him more than anything. That scared her even more than the pain that thrummed through her body with every heartbeat.


  Jack kissed her forehead, his familiar deep blue eyes cloudy with fury. Evan patted her leg, looked all around the room, anywhere but at her face. “I must be a vision,” she muttered. The two men looked at each other.


  “Blake is here—out there. I’ll get him in a minute.” Evan muttered.


  The doctor looked at her vital signs, took a seat at the bedside, touched Suzanne’s hand and sighed. “We had to reset your shoulder. It had been wrenched out of its socket. You have multiple contusions all over your torso, three broken ribs, a ruptured spleen that we removed in surgery.” Suzanne gulped. The woman continued, “We put about twenty stiches in your face, over one eye and across your lip. Luckily, I guess, the cuts were made with a clean edge—of glass we think.” The doctor looked up as Jack jumped out of his chair and stood at the window. 


  “Yes. What else?” Suzanne’s voice was dull to her ears.


  “Your windpipe was nearly crushed. That will just take time to heal. You have a broken ankle, from a blunt force trauma.”


  “Okay. And why do I feel like I’ve just given birth to an elephant?”


  Evan stood and walked out. Suzanne stared at the doctor, whose face had gone flat and angry. Blake stood in the door then, fury marring his beautiful face. She ignored him. “Well?” She demanded.


  “You were raped multiple times while you were unconscious which caused tissue damage. We believe the same glass that was used on your face was applied to your exterior labial lips. Several shards were found inside your vagina, and one essentially perforated your cervix. You were lucky you didn’t feel any of it.”


   Suzanne blinked once.  “I’m going to…” The doctor put the bucket under her mouth just in time. “Oh my god that hurts…” She sobbed. Blake rushed to her side, held her close, rocking her back and forth.  “I wasn’t out. I felt it. I remember it now.”  She shook, and realized Blake was trembling as he held her.


  Jack put a hand on his shoulder, patted it, looked at them both, then walked out without a word. The doctor stood. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Suzanne. We had to do pretty radical surgery to save your life. You had nearly bled to death by the time Jack found you and called 911." Suzanne sucked in deep lungful of Blake's scent trying to ignore what she knew was coming. “I am ninety nine percent certain you won't be able to bear children.” The doctor stared at her. “That guy needs to go to jail. Please tell me you are pressing charges. I have the police in the hallway ready to take your statement.”


  But, the room faded, and the last thing she remembered was Blake whispering in her ear, “It’s okay, my love. I’m going to fix it. I will always fix it. Rest.”


  


  Chapter Four


   


  Blake shoved the hospital room door open, his chest heaving and head pounding. He’d held her until she eased into a morphine-induced sleep, stood over her about a minute longer than he could actually stand the sight of her stitched up face. By the time he walked out he had one thing on his mind.


  Justice.


  He ran straight into a brick wall made of Evan and his friend, Jack.


  “Excuse me.” He tried to maneuver past them.


  Evan put a hand on his arm.


  “Hold on there, cowboy.” Jack said, instantly pissing him off.


  “I’m not your cowboy.” He stared at the man who signed his paychecks.  “Take your hand off me. I need to get out of here.” A strange calm had settled over him. Focus, purpose, and moving forward were all he knew and these assholes were in his way.


  “Don’t do anything stupid.” Evan’s eyes were dark.


   Jack interrupted, stepped right between them. Blake frowned at the guy but he kept talking seemingly unaware that he was about to get pounded. “What he means to say, cowboy, is that you do not need to be confronting Mitchell. At least not alone.” Blake let his brain process that these men posed no threat. They wanted the best for Suzanne, just as he did. But fury had blinded him. Everything he saw was tinted red. “Seriously. Let’s sit and talk a minute. Figure out how to handle…” Blake threw off their clutching hands and their mealy-mouthed bullshit words.


  “Sorry guys. But in case you didn’t notice he nearly beat her to death.” Blake shoved both hands in his pockets; tried to get a grip on his anger. “I don’t think we need to discuss anything.”


  The two men exchanged a glance. “Yes, we know that Blake.” Evan’s calm talking-to-an-insane-person tone of voice grated on his already shredded nerves. All he saw was her; all he heard were her sobs. It permeated his very soul. He was self-realized enough to acknowledge that he tended to go overboard as a caretaker. He needed to be needed, loved being relied upon, and responded at times with an unnecessary outpouring of action.  But this was different. He loved this woman. He needed to do something other than stand around and tsk-tsk like these be-suited fuckwads in front of him right now.


  “You don’t know her like we do,” Jack’s hand gripped his shoulder. Blake acknowledged the power in his voice and touch. But he shrugged it off.


  “No. I don’t. But neither of you feel about her the way I do. And if you do, that’s a problem we’ll have to deal with later. In the meantime, you'll excuse me I have something to take care of.” He shoved between them, let the whooshing sound of his own fury drown out Evan’s voice calling his name.


   


   


  He tore into the brewery, found her employment file and sent a prayer of thanks to the gods of small, trusting businesses before jumping back in his truck and heading to Barton Hills, Ann Arbor’s one “exclusive,” old-money neighborhood. He had no idea what he was going to do once he came face-to-face with the man who’d beaten his own wife, cut her inside and out, yet still walked around free. And if he isn't home, then what, genius? He frowned, and smacked the steering wheel as he waited out a red light. The pain in his palm centered him.


  He checked the scrap of paper once more with the address, then whistled at the sight of the huge Italianate mansion that matched it. He screeched to a stop in front, leapt out and marched to the door, red tinting the edges of his vision. He hit the doorbell, pounded on the heavy wood until he heard a man’s voice. He barely let the door swing open before he helped it along with his foot, sending the asshole behind it flying backwards to land on his butt. Blake stepped into the cool, dim foyer, and exacted his retribution without mercy.


    


  ****


   


  One Week Later


  Suzanne groaned and limped back to the bed. The hospital door opened revealing Jack and Evan, all smiles, pushing a wheelchair. “I don’t need that.” She pouted, wincing as she stood.  In spite of all the physical aches and pains she sported, what hurt worst was definitely her heart. After hearing about Blake’s stunt with Mitchell she had flatly refused to see him. Or talk about him. Or let anyone mention him in her presence. Her friends, most especially Jack, had gone on about it, bragging as if he had been the one to beat her husband so badly he was only a few floors down from her in this very hospital. She shivered at the concept. She wanted to handle this her way, not lower herself to his bullshit behavior. Blake had no right to do that. None. But her eyes kept tearing up at the thought of him. How badly she wanted to see him, to be held by him. She sucked in a breath.


  “You okay?” Jack bustled around her.


  She waved him away. “Yes. No. Stop hovering, dammit.”


  “Fine. Let’s go. I’ve got your chariot prepared m’lady.” Evan popped a wheelie with the chair, making her smile.


  “Did you get those papers for me?” She asked Jack as she sat gingerly in the seat. She planned to present Mitchell with divorce papers the next day, when he got home from his own stay at the Medical Center.


  “Yes. All ready to go. You sure you want to…”


  She held up a hand. “This is my problem to solve. I plan to do it.”


  Ignoring their mumbling about pressing charges, she stared straight ahead, already planning the discussion. Why she wouldn’t press charges was a popular topic and one she was summarily sick of hearing. While a pretty large part of her knew that was likely the best way to handle this, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She honestly believed he would listen to her now, and they could part amicably, like mature adults. He had loved her. Once. She knew it. And was just as convinced now, after all this, he would see reason and let her go.


  By the time her friends had her settled in at home and left at her insistence, a distinct chill of fear settled around her heart. Visions, sensations, pain, terror and blood all crowded in around her, but she forced herself to calm. She simply had to get a handle on this. Alone. She took a breath, sipped her tea, and stared out onto the huge expanse of lawn. When her phone buzzed she answered it without thinking. The sound of Blake’s deep voice filled her ears and brought instant tears to her eyes. She gripped the couch’s arm. “Hi,” she whispered.


  “You home now?”


  “Yes.”


  The silence expanded between them. Suzanne bit her lip, tried to recall her strength. He asked a simple question. “When can I see you?”


  She wanted to see him, but she couldn't yet, maybe not ever. The realization sliced through her, making her gasp. She didn’t deserve him. He was inappropriate on so many levels. Too young, too brash, and too utterly perfect. Nothing in her whole life would ever be perfect again.  He deserved to have wife who could give him everything, including children. She tried to think of a way to keep him at arm's length while the rest of her clamored for him.


  She slumped into the couch. “I’m not sure.  Mitchell gets home tomorrow. I’ll be presenting him with the divorce papers then.”


  His sharp intake of breath made her close her eyes. “Jesus, Suzanne. You’re actually going to see him?”


  “Yes Blake, I am. I have to finish this my way.”


  “Your way.” His voice dipped an octave, making her skin pebble. “Your way landed you in the hospital, nearly dead, and your future as a mother destroyed. God damn it, Suzanne.”


   He was right of course.  She spoke without thinking. “I miss you.” The girl she once was craved everything about him. Wanted him there, that very minute, with her. The woman she’d become thanks to Mitchell, still flinched at every sound, second-guessed every word that left her lips. Blake did not need that kind of dependence.


  He groaned.  “You have no idea how much I want to see you. But I get it, I mean, I am pretending to, sort of.”


  “Can you… come now?” She tried to keep the hitch out of her voice. “I mean, if you want.” She winced as she shifted on the couch, wondering if it were too early for another pain killer.


  “Are you kidding me? I’m right outside your door.”


  She looked up, heard the knock, and was unable to hold back the rush of emotion that overwhelmed her when she noted the huge divot in the drywall behind it the door, and then saw his face. He caught her before she fell.


   


   


  Blake clenched his fists, determined to let her set the pace, to see if she really wanted to see him or was only humoring him. The two weeks between then and when he'd put her dickhead husband in the hospital had ripped his guts out, but he’d honored her demand that he stay away. She looked even smaller than usual, clutching the doorframe, tears standing in her huge eyes. He held out a hand, and she stumbled forward. He caught her, picked her up and carried her back inside.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck, opened her lips to his, but he kept it gentle, knowing she still hurt. His chest ached so badly he toyed with the concept that he was having a heart attack, until he realized the sensation for what it was.


  “I love you.” He muttered into her hair. She turned her face up to his as he sank onto the couch, still clutching her close.


  “Don’t be silly. You hardly know me.” She felt so perfect, snuggled into his chest. He stroked her hair, her face, kissed her repeatedly, unable to stop. They stretched out on the large couch, with her head in the crook of his arm, her fingers trailing up and down his arm, reaching up to touch his jaw, the small gold hoop he wore in one ear as if reassuring herself he was real.


  “I know you enough,” he whispered. “Sleep now. I’m here.” He fell into his own dreamless slumber, the first in weeks, holding her in his arms.


   


   


  His eyes snapped open at the sound of her scream. She sat, hands over her eyes, trembling and sobbing. He sat, trying to shake the clouds from his consciousness. “Shh…It’s okay. It’s fine. I’m here.”


  “You have t-t-to go Blake. He’s coming home.”


  He frowned and stood, stretching. “I’ll just hide in the kitchen or something.  You know, make sure he doesn’t…”


  “No. I’m a wreck. I need a shower and some food. You should go.”


  He gritted his teeth at the damn independent bullshit thing that came so easily for her. “Tell you what,” he pulled her to her feet before she could protest. “I’ll help with the shower, and the food, then I’ll go.”


  She shook her head, but let him guide her upstairs, directing him to a guest room shower. He turned on the water and helped her undress, using every bit of his willpower not to punch a hole in the tile at the sight of her battered body. As he eased her jeans down and off, tugging the scrap of lace that passed for panties, he had to use another set of skills to get his cock to soften. He had no business doing anything with her but helping.


  But when she threaded her fingers in his hair as he leaned down to slip off her socks, he could not resist a small, feathery kiss, near her navel. She gripped him harder. “Yes.” She whispered. His tongue found the healing scar from her surgery. He went lower, touched it to the slight covering of red hair over her sex. “Please.” She moved back, pulling him with her, sat on the edge of a huge tub. He stayed on his knees, gripped her hips and leaned into her, probing gently, pleased when the small button of her clit hardened under the soft laving of his tongue. She parted her legs and he had to bite down the urge to gasp. He would kill that fucker the next time he saw him. “Sorry.” She tried to push him away. “It’s a mess down there.”


  “No. It’s perfect. And I’m about to make it even better.” He parted her knees a bit more. “Just sit back and relax.” He coaxed two quick orgasms from her, lapped at the juices that flowed and had to shift himself to keep from cutting off circulation to his entire body since all the blood in his body had shot to his cock. She had one foot propped on his shoulder as her body spasmed and trembled from the last climax. He leaned back, fighting the urge to pick her up and toss her on the bed, sink deep inside her and finally be connected. She put her foot down, leaned forward and kissed him. That did not help.


  “Uh, sorry,” He grunted when she stood, wobbled a little, and pulled him up with her. She smiled, gripped his face and laid a mind-blowing kiss on him at the same time turning him so he sat where she once did. Nibbling his neck she slid his zipper down. The room dimmed, as he felt her hand on his flesh, her thumb rubbing his head.  “Come, Blake. Show me.” She whispered, nearly sending him over the edge with her words. She sat next to him, ran her hands over his chest, tweaked his nipples as he fisted himself, groaning as the climax blinded him. His hips jerked and he covered his shirt as she kept whispering, kissing him, and touching him.


  “Dear Jesus,” he groaned as she handed him a towel, grinning at the wicked look in her eyes.


  “Now, I’m going to shower. You can make some food if you want. I have no idea what’s in the kitchen. After that, you have to go. I’ll be fine.” She held onto the shower door as she stepped under the water. Blake watched her a second, forcing down his natural inclination to insist on staying. She’d have it her way. He knew it. He sighed, stood, and wandered down to the kitchen already planning how he’d hide in one of the many rooms in the giant house. There was no way in this lifetime or any other that he was going to leave her alone with that asshole.


   


  **** 


   


  Suzanne clutched the folder in her lap as she sat on the darkening porch. She had gotten a single call from her husband. He was getting a taxi home from the hospital, as his broken leg still wouldn’t allow him to drive. He had stated nothing more than the facts, but the cold steel of his voice had spoken volumes. That and the words “You had better be alone when I get there.”  She had hung up without acknowledgement.


  Setting the folder on the chaise lounge beside her, she plucked at the cushion a while, leaned back, leaned forward, paced, then sat back down. Nothing she did would make him get here any faster. She forced herself to think about Blake. His soft words, gentle kisses, intense need to help her. She looked up at the second floor balcony, willing him to stay quiet. She'd realized, finally, there would be no convincing him to leave. It gave her an odd sense of comfort.


  A wave of throat-clenching panic washed over her, making her grip the chair arms. The near two-year long cycle of abuse had terrorized her at first, then cowed her, forcing her to tiptoe around Mitchell’s moods and change everything about the way she would normally respond to a man. It made her jumpy and less effective at work too, always anticipating the inevitable phone calls and texts demanding updates and detailed descriptions of where she was, what she was or wasn’t doing. The Suzanne of her youth—the one who was strong, independent, full of life and spirit—had been beaten out of her. Blake represented a return to it in a sense, but in another, much darker way.


  Suddenly at that moment all she really wanted was to be left alone. She gulped, picturing his soft green eyes, his earnest words and amazing lips and body. Unfair! Her brain screamed. Don’t do this to him. Because you know where it’s going. You are not worthy and you know it. Mitchell is never going to divorce you. This is your life now. Take it or leave it, or do something else about it. Do not subject that lovely young man to this shit a minute longer.


  The taxi drove up breaking her train of thought, and Suzanne took a deep breath and sank back into the seat cushions, her ears humming with fear. He spoke to the taxi driver then cursed as he tried to manipulate his crutches up the long walk. She jumped when he barked out her name, but stayed silent as he clanked his way up the steps. “God damn it, Suzanne, where the fuck are you? Come give me a hand.” She rose, nearly deafened from her own terror, and took three steps toward the stairs, reaching it just as he got to the top one.


  The look in his eyes meant one thing. There was no simple “divorce” on her immediate horizon. Mitchell’s eyes blazed with a sick fury she had seen a couple of times, the last one right before he administered the beating, rape and mutilation of her face and body. The echo of her screams filled the space between her ears. The sharp, coppery smell of her own blood, and sensation of excruciating agony shot through her as if they were still happening. The humiliation of emerging from a pain-filled fog to find her husband pounding into her, raping her like a psychopath, cursing wildly, calling her names. Then the broken glass from the shower door… She whimpered as the memories flooded her senses.  The final vision of him lifting the bloodied shard he’d used to cut her vagina, puncture her cervix, raising it toward her face, flashed in her vision like a bad horror movie.


   She watched, detached from the scene somehow. Her hand rose, as if to ward off a blow. The one he could not initiate encumbered as he was with crutches and lower leg cast. Silently, she put her hand against his chest, felt his heart beat for a split second, and shoved hard. Horrified at the spectacle of him falling backwards in cartoonish slow motion, arms pinwheeling, his one good leg scrabbling for purchase. The sound the back of his skull made connecting with the granite banister would haunt her for the rest of her life.


  She stared with morbid fascination, frozen in place, as blood pooled beneath the man she had married. The one she had loved, and who had systematically destroyed everything she knew about love with his fists, his cock and his need to punish her for his failings. She screamed when Blake shoved her aside and leapt down the steps. “No! Don’t touch him.” He stopped halfway down and turned to her, a combination of dismay and relief in his eyes. He managed to run back up and catch her before she crumpled to the porch.


  


  Chapter Five


   


  One Month Later


  Blake stood in the bedroom doorway, coffee mug in hand, smells of breakfast suffusing the house. He loved this moment of the day, just before Suzanne woke, and he got to watch her sleep.  It had been a rough night. They all were. He ran a hand across his jaw. Her asshole of a husband was dead on arrival, and the police had taken one look at Suzanne’s still obvious bruises, and ruled it an accident. She swore Jack probably had something to do with it too. But Blake didn’t care, as long as the bastard was good and gone.


  He’d had a will in place, leaving everything to her, so no probate had been required. Blake had moved into her house and her life almost immediately. They had spent a solid week in bed, or on the couch, or on the kitchen counter. She’d been tender still, but the word “voracious” came to mind when he thought back to those early days. He watched her flip over, and smiled at the sight of those pert, pink nipples when the sheet slid down to her waist. 


  Sara had berated him up one side and down the other, of course. Told him he should slow down, not move in right away, give her some space. But as far as he was concerned, he’d wasted nearly his entire life waiting for her. He had no intention of staying away any longer. Besides, Suzanne wanted it too. He sipped his coffee and ran a hand over his hardening cock as he watched her turn once more, exposing her small, heart-shaped ass to his gaze. Although, if he were honest, the more time went on the worse her nightmares got.


  She was starting some kind of therapy that week, which he hoped would help. Because every time she woke screaming, he had to hold her for hours to calm her down. It was exhausting. Not that he minded, but he'd hoped the terror would have faded at least some by now. To be the man who comforted, the one there for her when she woke, sweat soaked and sobbing, felt like his calling. He couldn’t imagine anything better than taking care of her.


   He set the cup on the side table and slid into the bed, unable to resist any longer. Curving his body around hers, he cupped a breast, kissed her shoulder and sighed as she arched back into him. He stroked her nipples until they were lovely hard peaks and she squirmed and whimpered against him.  He ran a hand down her waist, hip, then around to find her clit hard and pulsing. Teasing it he kept kissing her neck and shoulders. As she opened her legs, he reached further, found her moist center, still slick from their activity the night before. 


  She arched back further. He groaned and slipped his shorts down, loving the feel of her warm ass against his cock.  “Mmmm…” She muttered, reaching back to grip his hair, lean her head against his shoulder giving him more access to her luscious neck.  “Lovely.” She sighed, put her hand over his that was fingering her clit. “Gonna make me come.”


  He grinned into her skin. “That’s the general idea, isn’t it?” He took her hand, pressed it against her sex. “May I join you?”


  “You’d better hurry,” she whispered, her hand moving fast against herself.


  “Arch back more my love,” he whispered. Ass play was not something he was ready to do with her. He associated that with men. Something he kept separate. While equally erotic, it was nothing like this. Every time he made love with Suzanne he felt something of his soul leave him and fly into her. While alarming, the look in her eyes after told him all was well. That this was meant to be. “Ah yes,” he groaned as she lifted her top leg, draped it back over his and he slid inside the tight glove of her body. He gripped her hip, thrust out and in as she stroked herself, gripping him so hard he came with her, their cries of passion mixing and filling the air around them.


  He kissed her shoulders again and again, loving the sight of her pebbling skin as he pulled out and held her close.  “I love you,” he whispered. She stiffened in his arms. But he wouldn’t let go, and finally she relaxed. She wouldn’t say it, not yet. But he was sure she felt it too.


   


   


  Suzanne insisted on getting back to work a week after the accident. Claimed it settled her nerves, gave her something to think about other than what she’d done. Their workdays were long and complex, their paths not crossing much. She spent a lot of time on the road around Michigan, selling with their distributors, or training new sales people to add to her staff. When he did catch sight of her, usually as she studied the production board or with her laptop open on the Tap Room bar, he would catch her eye, smile, and she’d blow a kiss. And all was right in his universe.


   


  **** 


    


   A few weeks later, he was rushing through his day, trying to play catch up as usual with the new sales push for his apparent success with a dark lager and a funky hybrid California common style. He had handed off a lot of daily brew house responsibility to Cal, his second brewer so he could focus on longer range planning. But he hated it. After staring at the computer screen, the endless grids of spreadsheets and order futuring Suzanne had demanded, he gave his hair one last tug and gave up. He stretched his arms up over his head, and gazed out over the late evening brewery activity. The contentment that settled over his nerves when he saw her, at the far end of the room seemingly chewing a bartender a new one over something, made him smile to himself.


  Her small form, encased in thin black skirt and silky cream shirt, hair yanked up in a messy bun pencil stuck behind one ear caused all sorts of erotic humming in his brain. He shifted in his seat, glanced around to make sure no one remained in the back area where his worktable sat alongside stacks of packaging materials. “Hey,” he called out. She turned instantly, as if in tune to him, then held up a hand. “Suzanne, can you come here a second?” She frowned at the unlucky bartender another second then stomped back through fermenters. He stood, took her elbow and pulled her back into the shadows.


  Dear god, he could not get enough of her. Part of him was already sending warning signals, reminding him he was going way too fast after what she’d been through. But she hadn’t complained yet. If anything she seemed to want him more every day. “Blake, cut it out,” she protested, without much fervor before wrapping her arms around him and molding her body against his.


  “I have something I need to show you,” he whispered, nibbling at her ear then covering her lips to cut off any other protests. When one of her hands found the mound under his zipper, he grinned into her mouth. “Oh, look, you found it.”


  “Uh huh. Question is,” she gasped as he yanked her skirt up and found her bare underneath, already lovely and moist for his fingers. “What ever shall I do with it?” She leaned back, batted her long eyelashes, the pulled him a little further into the shadows, turning him so his back was against the wall before unzipping him and dropping to her knees in nearly one smooth motion. “This, I think.” She lapped at his stiffness, flicked her tongue around his head, dipped into the slit, swallowing the fluid already collected there, keeping a firm grip with one fist, letting the other palm slide down to cradle his balls. “Lean back, lover. I’ve got this.” He groaned, spread his legs and threaded his fingers in her hair, fucking her lovely mouth until he came with a grunt, the force and surprise of the climax blinding him as she sucked down everything he gave and released his cock with a tiny bit of suction, making him shiver.


  She slid up his body, curving into him once more, capturing his lips and giving him a taste of himself. He sat her on a stack of crates, smiling as her clit pulsed under his touch, kissing down her neck. He shoved aside the flimsy shirt and bra so he could capture her small, rock hard nipple in his mouth.


  She wrapped one leg around his waist, tilted her hips so his fingers slid inside her warm, familiar depths. He sucked hard at her nipple, felt his body tingle and respond, his cock actually staying stiff and needy against her hip. “Ah, yes,” she sighed, parroting him, fisting her hands in his hair moving her hips, fucking his fingers. He groaned against her flesh, lapped the sweat that beaded up between her breasts, along the superb perfection of her neck until he reached her lips. She gripped his face, pulled him close, her breathing short and body starting to spasm around him.


  “Come, Suzanne.” He demanded,   “Give it to me.” She sighed and leaned back and did just that, the sounds of her breathy moans making him want to come again, hardly possible since he’d just done that, more than he thought possible, down her throat. He covered her lips with his, swept into her mouth as she clutched at him, still in the throes of her release.


  He released her, tugged her skirt down and put her back on the floor. She leaned into him a minute. “You are such a bad influence.” She muttered against his chest. He held her close a minute. “But I love it. Your youthful enthusiasm is … “


  “I know, perfect.  I love you. And I say it all the time.” He meant it too. The strange intensity of his feelings about her kept him off balance a lot of the time, which was simultaneously weird and invigorating. He lived to see her, touch her, hold her, feed her food he made, fuck her silly.


  Just last night Sara had given him a tongue-lashing for being so “obsessed” as she called it. He’d stopped into his condo to pick up some clothes since he had more or less moved into Suzanne’s giant house, when he answered Sara’s phone call.  He’d not talked to his sister much at all since the “accident” with Mitchell. It was one of the things that felt wrong to him amidst all of the rightness. They were close and hardly went a few days without talking or sharing a meal. He knew Suzanne was avoiding her friends too. Jack came into the Tap Room every now and then, would share a beer with her and Evan. But Blake knew she was holding back. He could tell it about her already. Evan had pulled him aside a few days ago too, asking not too subtle questions about what was going on between them. Making it clear that he did not approve of the way the two of them were isolating themselves.


  None of it bothered Blake in the slightest. Not even Sara’s insinuation that Suzanne was using him to get over Mitchell. “No, we were together before… all that went down.” He’d insisted, stuffing clothes and shit into a duffle bag, phone on his shoulder, his mind already on what he was going to fix them for dinner and the movie he’d rented to watch after. “I love her Sara. Stop nagging me about it. Jesus.”


  “Well, you guys need to stop hibernating. Get out in public a little, maybe. Don’t be so … I don’t know … sequestered? Detached from the world?”


  “Okay, thanks Dr. Freud.”


  “Fuck you. I’m just worried about you is all. Don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “I don’t plan on getting hurt. I’m in love for the first time in my life. It’s weird as hell, but I recommend it pretty highly.”


  “Whatever.”


  “You are working too hard. This real estate bullshit is not good for you.”


  “Don’t tell me what to do.” He could practically see her pouting through the phone lines.


  “Look, I know I’ve been a little absent lately. But I’m just, I don’t know,” he’d stopped, and sat on his couch. Reality suddenly hit him between the eyes. It was a little odd, how he and Suzanne came to be. But he knew in his heart it had to be this way. They were meant to be together. Period. Despite the recent small voice that started to pester him about the very things Sara mentioned. “We’ll be better about it.  She’s been through so much. I’m letting her set the pace. Maybe we can go out, you know a foursome eventually. You got a man these days?”


  “No, and you know it too.”


  “Well, call me when you find one…”


  “Maybe. Just…” she hesitated a minute not rising to his tease like she normally would. “Be careful, okay big brother?”


  “I’m always careful. Love you. Talk later.”


   


   


  The next morning Evan met him at the brewery, two cardboard cups of steaming coffee in hand. Blake sighed. What the hell was it with everyone lately? Didn’t they want the two of them to be happy? He smiled, took the coffee, and let the guy give him a mini-lecture about Suzanne and her “state” and his place in her life right now.


  “Are you happy with my work Evan?” Blake asked calmly. His boss looked momentarily nonplussed. 


  “Well, yeah. You’re a kick-ass brewer and are one of the reasons I’m having to get bank loans to expand.”


  “Are you happy with Suzanne’s work?”


  The guy sighed and chuckled a little. “All right I get you. I’m just…”


  “I know, I know, worried someone is going to get hurt.”


  “I can’t have a potential fallout from a break up, or whatever, affect us right now, okay? I’m thinking of the brewery. I have no doubt that you guys are, happy, you know, in each other’s pants twenty-four seven. No,” he held up a hand as Blake started to protest. “It’s cool. She needed someone like you. I know you won’t hurt her on purpose. It’s just…oh hell, never mind.”


  Blake watched him wander over to the Tap Room door and settle down with his laptop. A strange knot of anxiety had formed in his gut. He sipped, sat, and forced himself to recall how he’d left her just an hour or so ago, and smiled at the memory of her again, determined not to let all the naysayers keep him from the core of his new happiness, with Suzanne.


   


  When the end came two weeks later, it blindsided him.


  


  Chapter Six


   


  “Blake,” Suzanne was walking through the brewery, click-clacking in her “selling day” high heels. He looked up from his inventory sheet and smiled. But it died on his lips at the look in her eyes.  He frowned and took her elbow, guiding her away from the gaggle of brewers relaxing at the end of a long day. Taking a long, deep breath of her, he willed his heart to stop pounding so hard. He was like a teenager with a crush. He tried to kiss her in a dark alcove between the brewery and Tap Room but she turned her face away. He caught the glint of tears in her eyes from the bar lights.


  “What? What’s wrong?” He took a step away. Calm down Thornton. Let her talk. It’s probably nothing. She’d been seeing the therapist for about a week and a half. Probably needs to vent or something. Her next words silenced the inane babbling in his head.


  “It’s over.”


  He gulped, glared at her, decided to be obtuse and make her explain. “We have plenty of amber to run your promotion this month. How could it be over?” He crossed his arms to disguise how hard he was starting to shake.


  “No. Not that. You and me. It’s…over. It has to be.”


  Blake’s voice shook. “Don’t you think we should have this conversation somewhere else?”


  She glanced into the Tap Room, bit her lip as a tear slid down her face. “No, I don’t. It started here. I’m ending it. Here.”


  He whirled away from her and stalked back into the brewery. His brewery. Where he’d met her, fallen for her, had her for the first time, and now, apparently was being dumped by her. He couldn’t breathe. Walking past the staff, all calling to him to join them for a beer, he shoved the back door open, bashing it against the concrete wall in the process and walked into the parking lot. The cool, early fall Michigan evening was perfect. His favorite season was right around the corner. And he’d been stupid enough to think he’d be sharing it with Suzanne. Jesus, you are a class-A fool. He put his hands on his truck hood and tried to calm his pulse rate. A hand on his shoulder made him jump.


  He glared at her, fury pounding through him. “What the fuck are you talking about Suzanne? We…we are…what did I do?”


  She gripped his bicep, but he shook it off.  She took a step back; the look in her usually expressive eyes was flat, devoid of absolutely anything. That was as alarming as her words. “It has to be this way Blake. I…I can’t let go of what I did as long as I’m with you.”


  “This is some kind of therapy bullshit talk.” He clutched her arms, desperation making him breathless again. “You need me, remember?” She looked away from him, down at the ground, up at the sky. “Look at me damn you.” She leveled that flat gaze at him. His heart sank. “Shit.” He let go of her, started walking away.


  “Wait, Blake, please let me explain.” He turned back, and the compulsion to run back and scoop her up, to carry her off, to kiss that crazy idea right out of her head was so strong he groaned with the effort to stay put.  “I can’t take the guilt anymore - over what I did. Being with you just… makes it worse. I don’t love you, Blake. Let it go. It’s over.”


  He watched her shake, saw her fold in on herself like a paper crane just as she always did. The caretaker in him roared with need to soothe, but he wrestled that weak-ass bastard down under a hard iceberg of righteous anger. “Believe whatever you want.  But I fucking love you, and I know you love me. I know it. However,” he held up a hand to keep her from talking. She wanted it this way? She would fucking get it this way. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I won’t beg you. Good bye.” He turned away again, walked out of the parking lot and down Stadium Boulevard, quivering with rage and a wrenching agony that would leave him breathless for days and sleepless for many nights.


  He walked into a liquor store, bought a bottle of bourbon, ripped the cap off and started walking and drinking. He made it to Sara’s front porch before she got home, but that gave him plenty of time to polish off the booze and huddle, cradling it to his chest like a skid row bum. She hauled him to his feet and wrestled him into her condo before he passed out.


   


   


  Suzanne watched as the best thing that ever happened to her walked away because she told him to. Blinded by tears she stumbled back against his truck, opened the door and climbed in, sucking in giant lungs full of Blake…malt, hops, leather, sweat, everything about him that she loved. And she did love him. But he deserved something better. Something less broken. She had no idea when she’d be able to sleep through the night again, when she’d get through an entire day not hearing the loud crack of Mitchell’s skull against the banister.


  The therapist had advised her to go with her gut, which told her she needed some time alone, truly alone, to sort out the complex intertwining of her feelings for Blake and her relief and guilt about Mitchell. The woman was actually more practical than Suzanne had expected her to be. No kid gloves on her when she made Suzanne face the hard reality of her sleepless nights, her obsessive, caffeine-fueled days. She was barely existing and she knew it. Having near constant sex with Blake was physically satisfying but her heart kept shriveling in her chest, daily. Reminding her how lost and broken she truly was. So much so that she had to push him away, cause the hurt that had flashed in his eyes before it was replaced by righteous, well-earned anger.


  She leaned into the seat, kept smelling him, reminding herself this was the right thing to do, the only thing to do. She had to start fresh, alone, not taint him with her dysfunction. The guilt choked her nearly twenty-four seven, even when she acted normal she’d swear there was a neon light overhead flashing “murderer” or “loser” or “victim.” A brutal purge was in order. She thought about selling the house, but Jack had reminded her more than once that the market for high-end homes was so bad she’d be a fool to try it.  So she had rented a condo downtown, was going to move her stuff into it, that afternoon, and be alone for a while. Center herself, without Blake hovering and trying to fix everything all the time.


  It was so odd, the way her heart soared and expanded when they were together, but then contracted and made her snippy and mean when all he was trying to do was help her. His constant caretaking made her teeth ache with frustration, then guilt.


   “You are allowed to have anger and frustration Suzanne,” the hard-faced therapist insisted. “While it’s not Blake’s fault he was in your life at that moment, you owe it to yourself to be honest about your feelings. And you owe it to him. Letting him operate under the assumption that you are truly healing, emotionally, with him, is the worst sort of lie.”


  She slipped out of the truck, wiped a shaking hand over her eyes, and walked back into the brewery, avoiding the glares from everyone in the place. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from wobbling as she negotiated the watery brewery floor. She walked behind the bar, poured herself a large IPA and sat at the far end, tears welling in her eyes. 


  She jumped a mile when Evan slid in beside her. “Hey,” He patted her hand. “How are my little lovebirds these days?” He’d given her exactly one lecture about getting involved with “the kid who was goo-goo eyed in lust.” She’d been furious at him, told him to mind his own fucking business. But his words had haunted her for days, and through the many nights she lay awake, observing Blake’s lovely profile as he slept.  Most nights, she would watch him a while, trying to identify the strange swirl of emotions in her head, before giving up on sleep and heading into a nearby room to read or something. Anything to keep the loud clang of guilt and anxiety out of her head. She did love him, more than was likely logical, but the guilt was killing her. She was certain of two things. Letting him go was the best, and the hardest thing, she would ever do. It was hurt him now or ruin his life forever. Tears would dry on her cheeks before she fell into her usual half-sleep, dotted with images of bloody glass and Blake’s kind, patient eyes. Then he’d be there, when she woke, shivering, a scream dying on her lips. He slept as lightly as she did and was always there.


  “I broke up with him today.” She sipped and looked straight ahead. Evan sputtered, nearly choking on his own beer. He gripped her arm.


  “Jesus Christ, Suzanne. Did he know it was coming?”


  “I don’t know. Why does that matter?” She shut her eyes against the tears.


  “Damn,” He muttered, standing.  “Is he back there?”


  “No.”


  “Oh, well, what time is it?” She shrugged, willing the man away so she could mourn in private but he kept talking. “Did he, uh, go home or what?”


  “I don’t know.” She refused to turn and meet his eyes.


  “Suzanne,” his voice was low, commanding, so she finally looked up at him. “Are you really that cold? That kid was… shit,” her friend and business partner ran a shaky hand over his eyes. “I should find him.”


  She turned away, started to put her face in her hands but Evan stopped her. “Why? What happened?”


  “Because Evan. I can’t do it to him. He’s too … everything. Young, eager, perfect, I don’t know. Damn.”


  Evan sank back into his seat and stared at her. “He’s too perfect. So you dumped him on his firm, young, eager ass, just like that.”


  She glared at him. “Don’t be a jerk. You know it’s more complicated than— ”


  Evan held up a hand, his eyes hard. “Well, I’m just man-filtering it for you. Letting you know how he likely heard it.” His words stung, but she stood her ground. It had to be this way. No matter how many pieces her heart kept breaking into as she pictured his face before he walked away from her.


  “Great. Thanks.” She stared at the wall behind the bar ignoring the sounds of happy people filling the space, enjoying their Blake-crafted beer on a Friday evening. She could barely breathe. The urge to run to him, to throw herself into his strong arms and let him be who he was, her savior, made the room dim for a moment. She straightened, reminded herself that he, Blake, deserved better than that, and ignored Evan until he walked away.


   


   


  “Blake!”


  He rolled over once and landed on a strange floor. His head swam with a sickening rush of nausea. Making a valiant attempt to hold everything down, he shifted, sat and leaned against the couch. He squinted up and finally figured out it was his sister standing over him holding coffee cups. “Honey, I have to go to work. You gonna be okay?”


  “No, I’m not,” he lurched up and raced to her bathroom in time to lose it. Once his body stopped rejecting the alcohol, he tried to stand, decided sitting was a way better option, then discovered the lovely cool of her bathroom tiles against his cheek. He waved her away when her high-heeled shoes entered his line of vision. “Go. Work. I’ll be okay. Right here,” he patted the floor.


  She sighed, and crouched down, handing him a wet washcloth. “Okay, stay there as along as you need. I’ll check on you later.” He closed his eyes and never even heard her leave. 


  By the time she got home that evening, he’d showered, found some clothes he must have left behind and had kept down a few bites of food to soak up the remainder of the booze that lingered in his system. But he couldn’t stop shaking. Alternating between utterly furious and completely devastated, his brain would not still. The logistics were even mind numbing. He had so much of his crap out there at her house. They had their regular sales and production the next morning. How was he going to face her?


  Sara tossed her keys on the messy kitchen table, set a few groceries on the equally chaotic counter and turned to him. “I told you not to do this.”


  He held up a hand. “I-told-you-so’s are not what I need right now, thanks anyway.” He groaned, and clenched his eyes shut, thinking he might be able to erase the image of her gorgeous long red hair, preferably tangled up in his fingers, the sound of her laughter, the feel of her…  “Shit! God damn fucking shit!” He pounded the table then leapt up. “I have to go see her. She’s wrong about this, she’s…” Sara put a hand on his arm. He glared at it then at her and then sat back down. “How am I supposed to work there now?” He laid his head down, realizing that the people who wrote about “broken hearts” truly knew the physical sensation he was feeling. It was the worst moment of his life. Then fury intervened, careening through him, making his face hot. “I’m going to the gym.”


  “There you go,” She patted his face. “But by all that is holy, Blake Thornton, if you go to her, ask her to come back to you, anything like that…”


  “Never fear. I don’t need to be told twice. Doesn’t mean,” he gulped, surprised at the tightness in his throat that was translating to a burning behind his eyes. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


  She held out her arms and he let her hold him a minute, as he willed tears back. He would be damned if he would cry over the bitch. Let her have her fucking space, her guilt, her shit - all of it. He didn’t need it. Sighing he released his sister, rubbed his eyes, and headed for the door. “Thanks Sara. Really, I’m glad I have you.” She kissed his cheek.


  “I know. Want a ride to your truck?”


  “No. I’ll walk. Can use the fresh air.” He headed out, walking back toward the brewery to collect his truck and head home. He had to stop at that thought and hang on to a spindly sidewalk-decorating tree, when he realized he actually pictured himself driving to her house. That she represented home to him. I am properly fucked now. He righted himself, and half jogged the rest of the way, anything to replace the burning agony in his soul with some physical pain.


  


  Chapter Seven


   


  Three Weeks Later


  “No.” Blake held the phone to his ear with his shoulder as he read the pH levels for the batch of beer he was brewing in the middle of the night. Sleep was pretty much a joke; might as well be productive.


  “Why not?” Sara’s voice had anchored him these last weeks, forced him to see straight when he went wobbly. Her latest little “revive Blake” concept was not something he wanted any part of. “She is really cute. I think you’ll like her. And I found a date too. Kinda. Just a guy in my office, but ...”


  “No.”


  “Okay, you take the guy then. If that’s what you want.” He rolled his eyes. Tried not to sound as angry as he felt. He was wearing a groove in his own temper, frankly and was sick of it. Was over himself. But had no idea how to make the pain stop.


  “Spare me.” He hissed.


  “No. God dammit Blake, you have to get out, do something. Look at yourself. It’s fucking one in the morning and you’re at work? Just to avoid her?”


  “No, I’m at work at one in the morning because I can’t sleep.”


  “Exactly.”


  “God, you are a pest.”


  “Yeah. And so?”


  He sighed. Looked at his watch, realized he was being childish. He should move on. It had been nearly a month and Suzanne managed to hold it together. He did too, in public anyway. But the icy chill of their relationship was permeating the work place, he knew it. Just like Evan had warned him it would. He laughed at himself, so naïve and lame, laughing off the concept of a “breakup.”


  “What’s so funny?” She asked.


  “Nothing. Fine. I’ll do it.”


  “Good! Okay, I’ll drive. Pick you up at your place tomorrow night at six.”


  “Whatever. Now leave me alone.” He threw the phone down on the worktop and continued doing the one thing that soothed him these days. Crafting beer into the wee hours of the morning, the smells wrapping around him, cradling him, reminding of a time when he was happy.


   


   


   “Can we please talk?” Suzanne begged him via text, email, voicemail. He’d deleted them all and moved through his days like a zombie. Avoiding Evan’s requests for discussion too, knowing where that would go and not wanting to hear it.


  “Look, am I not performing? Are you unhappy with the brews? The rate I’m cranking them out? The awards I just got?” He had glared at the man outside the brewery a few days ago. Evan had shaken his head. “No? Fine. Then leave me alone.”


  But Suzanne simply would not give up. She met him the next morning, early. A determined if guarded look on her face. “What?” he brushed past her, fabricating reasons to find busy work and ignore her. His heart had hurt so badly he considered calling nine-one-one for himself more than once but he’d be damned if he’d let her know that.


  “Blake, I need to tell you something.”


  “I’m listening.” He jerked the filter into the cooler, hoping she wouldn’t follow him into the cold space. She did, of course.


  “Can you let me try and explain?” She gripped her own hands so hard he saw her knuckles turn white. It took every fucking ounce of willpower he possessed not to drop to his knees, unknot her fingers and hold them to his lips.


  He frowned at her in lieu of that move, shoving the weak-ass caretaking wuss away. He’d had quite enough of that guy thanks. “Nothing more to explain. I heard you. I’m leaving you alone. End of story. Now if you will excuse me…” He tried to move past her, to escape before he did something stupid.


  She grabbed his arm, making him flinch. He looked at her hand, then into her eyes. “I love you.” She said. He blinked, turned all the way to face her. Took her hand and put them by her side. Her words burned into his brain. But he hardened himself to it.


  “No, you don’t. You loved me rescuing you.” His words were clipped, his jaw clenched.


  She swallowed hard. “You are so much a part of all of that….mess. You are so great. I don’t deserve you. You don’t deserve to put up with my crap. I can’t.” She clutched her elbows. He had to call on more inner reserves not to pick her up and toss her in his truck and kiss her until she begged him to come back. Something told him he could do just that, if he made that move now. But he held back.


  “You can’t what?” He ached to hear more, but knew he had to get away from her.


  “I can’t look at you without seeing him. Without feeling his hands, his…hate, and anger, and seeing him fall…” She gulped. “I’m not making any sense. But, please,” She reached out and grabbed his shoulder, slid her freezing cold palm around to his cheek.


  He leaned into it, closed his eyes a split second, and then stepped away. “Okay, you explained. And, for the record, you have made me feel about a thousand times worse,” he spit out, relishing the hurt in her eyes. “Thanks for that. Oh, and by the way, it is not up to you,” he touched a finger to her cheek, then pulled away, “to decide what I fucking deserve.” He spun around and left, shot a text to Evan that he would be out the rest of the day but was already a week ahead in the brew schedule and that Cal and his minion could handle whatever came up today.


   


   


  Suzanne had rushed through the rest of her day, his words glowing in her heart like neon, not giving her any peace. Maybe he was right. Who was she to decide for him? She had never been more miserable keeping up this stupid charade of nonchalance. Going to work, doing the job she loved made her insane with anxiety. Whenever he was anywhere in the building she sensed him, her whole body betraying her and making her shivery, sweaty, and useless.


  After nearly a month of therapy, and of enjoying time in her new condo, sleeping alone, and easing away from the terror of her old life she still nursed a bright kernel of need. Blake had made her feel wanted, loved, desired and not just the object of sick obsession. Frankly, if it had not been for him, she likely would still be with Mitchell today. Still putting up with his cycle of violence and remorse. Still flinching when her phone rang, and nurturing fantasies about her hot young brewer.


  Blake’s very existence had given her strength. And she’d used it, used him and now had hurt him so badly he hated her. It was a never-ending nightmare. A circle-jerk of guilt, anger, remorse, frustration and still more guilt. She only spoke with Evan on a purely business level. He never brought up Blake other than to discuss brewery-related issues. Jack had been another story of course. She sighed as she unlocked the door to her studio condo overlooking Ann Arbor’s main street.


  “You are an unbelievably cold bitch you know it?” He’d berated as he helped her move a few boxes up the steps into the condo.


  “Shut up and carry boxes.  I need moving help. I already have a therapist.” Her eyes kept tearing up, pissing her off. 


  “That kid was head over heels for you. He nearly killed that asshole. Frankly, I admire him and wish I’d done it. But he…” Jack had shaken his head, staring out the large bank of windows onto the street.  “He’s hot headed. Impulsive. Goes with his gut. I get that. But you really did a number on him.”


  Suzanne had dropped onto her couch and glared at her tall, handsome friend. There had been many times in her life when she wished she could have been more to him. But she valued their friendship. The years she’d spent avoiding him had hurt and having him back around now made her feel normal, more like her old self. “Go away. Go sell more houses. I’m fine now.”


  He’d flopped onto the couch next to her, propped his dress shoes on her small coffee table and draped an arm around her. “Nah, I’m free rest of today. Let’s get drunk. Like old times. And I’ll keep reminding you what a cold bitch you are and you can call me man-whore. I’ve missed that.”


  She’d laughed and leaned into him, letting his familiar presence soothe her. The crazed emotional roller coaster of the last week bowled her over, and before she knew it she’d fallen asleep, draped across his lap.


  And now, here she was, no happier, if anything more miserable. She tried reaching out to Blake. Calls, voicemails, emails, texts, none of it roused him. He’d built a wall, positioned guards around it and she was effectively shut out. Not that she blamed him.


  She wandered around her nearly empty space, touching the few belongings she’d brought with her. She no longer jumped when she thought she imagined Mitchell’s voice. And the nights were no longer fraught with nightmares and memories. But the Blake-shaped empty space she’d created ached more and more every day. She watched as the busy Ann Arbor Friday afternoon eased into a soft late summer night on the streets. She picked up her phone, sent him another text, not thinking anything would come of it, but needing to make the effort.


   


   


  Sara had not misrepresented his date’s looks, but had forgotten to mention she was about a hair shy of completely vacuous. Blake stared at her, watched her mouth move, idly observed the tops of her breasts, the curve of her hips, and made a mental note to get down to the club and find a man. Maybe that would help. All he saw when he thought of breasts was Suzanne. He sighed and finished off his beer.


  Sara glared at him as she paid attention to her date, an even more boring individual, not hard to look at either, but not her caliber as far as Blake was concerned. As if he were any judge these days. He paid the check and stood. Exhaustion swept through him. For the last week he’d managed three or four toss-and-turn hours of sleep, usually on his couch, before going on a punishing run, then heading in for a full day of work and avoidance when possible. The little episode in the cold room that morning had put an edge on his nerves that he could not shake. He felt twitchy, jumpy, horny, realizing it was just a physical urge he could exercise and get out of his system. In a perverse way, he held onto it, nurtured it even, the agony justified by his anger.


  He let his hand brush over his date’s hip as he eased her to her feet. The simpering look she gave him made him shudder. He pulled Sara aside as they exited together. “No,” he whispered. “I’m done.”


  She elbowed him, but laid her head on his shoulder a second. “Yeah, mine is lame too. Let’s ditch them and go throw some darts.”


  After his fourth beer of the night, and getting his ass kicked in both darts and foosball, he sat slumped on a bar stool, feeling sorry for himself. Sara fiddled with her phone, then set it down. “Blake, I don’t mean to be so bossy. You’re just freaking me out a little.”


  “I know. I’m freaking myself out.” He sipped, no longer tasting, then pushed the nearly full glass away from him. “Shit.” He ran a hand over his eyes. His phone buzzed across the bar. Sara grabbed it. He watched her face show surprise. “What?” he grabbed it.


  “Can you come over? I really want to talk.” Suzanne had texted him. He deleted it as usual.


  “You should go.” His sister muttered, putting a hand against his cheek.


  He jerked out of her reach. “You were threatening me with bodily harm a few weeks ago if I saw her again.”


  “I know. But there isn’t any closure here. She owes you a real explanation.”


  “No, I can’t. I’ll…I’m weak. I see her and I’ll do something stupid.”


  “Go,” she bumped his shoulder. “Didn’t she move into a place around the corner from here?”


  “You truly are insufferably bossy.” But he rose, anticipation lightening his vision. She blew him a kiss and turned to flirt with the bartender leaving him to his thoughts. Should he? Shouldn’t he? He shoved his hands in his pockets his feet setting him on a path he knew damn good and well he should not tread, but kept walking anyway, finding himself outside her nondescript door, at a loft over some retail on Main Street. She opened it just as he was about to knock, or bolt.


  Clad only in a soft-looking robe he didn’t recognize, her eyes smudged with dark circles that likely matched his own, she smiled. Blake let his body lead, so sick of his own thoughts he only wanted to drown them. Smother them with Suzanne, just once more, he promised himself.


  She gasped when he stepped into her space, cupped the back of her neck and lowered his mouth to hers, using a soft kiss first. Then when she grasped at him, he dove in for real. Grunting when she jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist, keeping their lips locked, he walked a few steps to her couch and dropped her onto it, easing her down. She kept trying to talk, saying something about “sorry” and “stop” or maybe “go,” but he no longer heard anything but the roaring in his own ears.


  He took her with one, hot, needy stroke and she cried out, arched her hips up taking him deep.  He was puzzled to see drops of water on her breasts as he leaned into her. She put her hand to his face, meeting him thrust for hard thrust, groaning as he came, in a rush of need and urgency, her body gripping his with a tight glove of pulsing erotic energy. He met her lips, their tears mingling until he had no concept of time, or of logic or of what a huge mistake this had been.


  Just her.


  Later, they lay in a tangle of limbs and blankets on her bed, his knee-jerk orgasm leaving him open for more play after a brief nap. She sighed into his chest, kissed his skin there, and up his neck, making him shiver. He held her snug against him, but kept his mind closed, unwilling to accept more than her body. Not then, or maybe ever.


   “This is it, isn’t it?” He muttered into her hair.


  “What do you mean?” She propped up on his chest and looked at him, but her eyes told the story. He struggled out from under her and sat on the side of the bed, head in his hands. His body was sated but his heart ached as if they’d never had this little encounter.


  He stood, found his clothes and wandered to the sink for some water. His head pounded. “Thanks for the mercy fuck. I should go,” he called over his shoulder.


  “That was no mercy fuck, Blake.” She leaned in the doorway, wrapped in the robe again.


  He held up his water glass. “All right. Then thanks for the fuck. I’ll be out of your hair now.”


  “No, don’t go.” She stepped into his personal space. He shut his eyes.


  “You don’t want me Suzanne. I get it. If you are really going to let me go, it means a lot of things, including me not working with you anymore.”


  “No! Blake, we can. I mean…we’ll be…shit.” She sank into a chair.


  He leaned against the counter and stared at her. “Yeah. Exactly. I love you Suzanne. I love you so god damned fucking much it is ripping my guts out to even be in the same room with you, much less kissing you, making love to you, making you come, or making you happy when I know you won’t have me. That you don’t love me back.”


  She looked down at her hands. “I do love you Blake. I’ve missed you so much. I…” He stared at her, realizing this was the too little, too late moment. He would not fall into it with her again. He couldn’t. The emotional misery he’d endured for the last month had callused him, formed a hard shell around his heart that he didn’t think would ever break. So much the better, really. If it mean he wouldn’t hurt like that ever again. 


  She stared at him, her eyes intense, her full lips swollen from their earlier activity. “Go.” She whispered. “You’re right. I…I don’t love you.”


   He left without another word, already composing his resignation as head brewer for Big House Brewing in his mind. He only had to get through the beer festival the following week in Chicago. He hurt from head to toe, and wondered if he would ever feel the same way about another person again.


   


  Suzanne watched from the window, both hands on the cool glass, thinking that if she could still launch herself out the window, drop down onto him, tell him to please, please rescue her from herself again she would.  She tasted the tears as they fell, as she watched him leave her once and for all.


  “Blake.” She whispered.  “I do love you. Go and be happy.”


  As if he heard her, the young man stopped, looked up at the window and straight at her, raised a hand then turned and walked away. 


   


  It would be nearly a decade for Suzanne to love again.


   


  ****


   


  “You can’t quit.” Sara’s voice was firm. Blake shrugged and sipped his coffee. He was sleeping a little better, as if something was purged. Finally, knowing it was truly over, he felt more settled, albeit still miserable. He had a few days to go before the Taste of the Midwest event where they would be showcasing their brews for the first time in that market. Suzanne had worked her ass off to get them a good spot, and create the right display, but she wasn’t going. He, Evan, Cal and two of her sales people were. The days passed in a blur of continual avoidance. Even she didn’t pretend all was well anymore, and he spent plenty of time worrying about the darkening circles under her eyes, the way her clothes seemed to hang off her as if she had any spare body fat to begin with.


  “Why not? I can find something else. I hear they’re hiring in Grand Rapids at a couple of the bigger breweries.”


  “You can’t leave Ann Arbor. I need you here.”


  He smiled at her. The funny part was, she was serious. He patted her hand. “You’ll be fine.”


  She pouted. “I just got you back from the west coast. Great, now another reason to be mad at that woman.”


  “Yeah. I suppose.” He still felt packed in cotton most days. Sounds were muffled, his vision tunneled, but each twenty-four-hour span was a hairsbreadth better than the one before. The best possible thing he could do was to get the hell out of town. “I’m gonna talk to Evan when we get back from Chicago. Hopefully he’ll give me a good reference.”


  Thursday morning, while they were packing up the brewery trailer with portable bar, thousands of fliers, t-shirts, giveaways and other random crap, he sat a minute, staring out the open warehouse door, reflecting on his life. He had retrieved his stuff from her house, which echoed with ghosts even he didn’t want to acknowledge. No wonder she’d moved out. He'd stopped briefly to touch the banister on the way down the front steps. The thing that had ended her marriage, her life of fear and pain. Blake allowed himself a small moment of relief. Yes, it had been hard to be with her right after that, but he had truly thought it was what she needed. Apparently, she thought otherwise. He shook his head at himself. What a fucking sap.


  The fall season was upon them. Maybe he could shut the door on the craziness that started and ended for him with the petite redheaded woman. He stretched, enjoying the slight soreness in his upper body. He’d changed up his workout, gone back to the training center where he’d gotten his black belt and was enjoying the hell out of hitting things, making them break, and combat.


  “Yo, Thornton!” Cal’s voice broke his internal pep talk. “You ready to go?”


  He glanced at the checklist Suzanne had given them earlier in the week. The beer was coming from their new Illinois distributor but he had to provide the draft system, including CO2, to pour. It was all ready, including all of the promotions shit. He waved and a minion shut the trailer door. Somehow the sound it made felt so final, he sighed, turned and nearly ran over Suzanne. He grabbed her to keep from knocking her over.


  “Oh, sorry.” The smell that was quintessentially Suzanne filled his senses, making him wince. “Are you okay? You don’t look too hot.”


  She gave him a weak smile. “Oh, just working through some stuff in therapy. Keeps me awake.” They stood and looked at each other, unspoken words curling between them.


  “Sorry.” He finally spoke, and, unable to resist, put his palm to her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into him. He broke the contact and stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets. 


  “Yeah, me too.” Her voice was hoarse. “Have fun. Behave. Represent, you know. The usual.”


  “Sure you don’t wanna come?” He took a step back, needing distance in a bad way. Would he ever get over this shit? She shook her head. He swallowed, turned on his heels and walked away as he called for Cal and minions, truck keys jingling in this hand and nervous energy coursing through his body.  “Let’s get the hell out of here boys! New markets to conquer.”


   


  **** 


   


  By the time they had their display set up and ready, huge crowds of ticketed festival-goers were starting to gather at the entrance. They’d managed to get a decent location in the Michigan tent, and he and Cal spent an hour getting all eight of the draft lines flowing perfectly as the sales flunkies set up the swag and info displays.  He sat back, tasted a few of his own creations, and watched the place fill in with happy beer drinkers. The Great Taste event was ostensibly a beer and food pairing one, and they had beers ready for a couple of tasting sessions later in the day plus a full on beer pairing thing tomorrow. “You kids got this?” He called out to the group. He was jumping out of his skin, needed to move around. “I’m gonna check out a few brews.”


  “We got it boss.” Cal called out. Blake smiled. That guy would make a fine head brewer when he left. Maybe a little low on imagination, but a solid worker and excellent technician. As Blake turned he saw her, a flash of red hair, a laugh he would recognize blindfolded. What the hell? He rushed over, shoving aside a few protesting bodies to get at her. Touched her shoulder, his heart in his throat.


  She’d come.


  Maybe it was a sign. Maybe they could make it work. 


  “Suzanne?”


  The woman turned when he touched her, confusion in the eyes that were not Suzanne’s. “Oh,” he stumbled back, alarmed at his own reaction to the concept that she’d made the trip after all. “Sorry. Thought you were someone else.” The not unattractive woman smiled at him and an inviting look he knew well passed over her face. He shook his head and let the crowd absorb him, filling the space between them. Fucking-A Thornton. It is over. Why won’t you accept it?


  All of a sudden he wanted to be anywhere else but there, on the hot asphalt, in the teeming city, at a stupid fucking beer event. Looking up at the roof of the huge tent he took a breath. Well, at least there was plenty of alcohol all around him just waiting to be consumed.


  After a few hours, Blake stumbled, nearly fell onto the concrete which had suddenly buckled under his feet. He grimaced and braced himself against a metal pole holding up one of the hundreds of tents in the street.


  “Hey man, you okay?” A random voice filled his ear.  He nodded, waving the stranger away, unwilling to speak, lest he puke, or cry like a little kid.


  The crowd flowed around him. He held onto the cool metal for dear life, willing himself sober. It didn’t work; never had before either. He ran a hand down his face, forced himself to get a grip. Christ almighty she was just a woman. A god damned female. He gulped, his hands curled into fists, still feeling her skin, her silky hair, heard her voice, her laugh, her… "Fuck!” He yelled, and pushed away from the tent, launched himself into the throng.


  He smiled at the guy behind the nearest booth, shoved his sample cup across the portable bar. “Whatever you’ve got that’s hoppy.” The guy started babbling but Blake had stopped listening. The same words kept pounding his nerve endings. “It’s over Blake. Let it go. I don’t love you.”


  He groaned, and sucked back the bitter brew, moving on to the next booth and the next filling, drinking, talking and hearing nothing except, “I don’t love you,” over and over and over again.  After another hour, he saw double, then triple. How he came to be sitting at a table, head in his hands, he never remembered. But later he would acknowledge that was the moment that his life changed forever.


  “Hey, you all right?” Blake sat up, wincing at the wave of nausea that flowed through him and tried to focus on the tall, blond man now kneeling next to his chair.


  “No. Go ‘way.” He waved the guy off, tried to stand. “Whoa.” He sat, quickly, or more likely fell back in the seat. “Shit,” he glared up into the sunlight, pain already stabbing behind his eyes. “You are really….tall.”  The man smiled, and Blake had a minute of something like…”Oh hell, I’m gonna hurl.” He lurched up and stumbled around the back of the nearest tent, and emptied his stomach, mostly liquid, onto the grass. He sat, wiping his mouth, feeling like the world’s largest loser, until the edges of his vision dimmed.


  


  Chapter Eight


   


  Sunlight pierced the fog in his brain as Blake tried to figure out where in the hell he was, but all he knew in that moment was agony. The mother of all headaches had his skull in a vise.  He groaned and sat up, nearly losing an epic battle to keep the contents of his stomach in place. 


  “Welcome back, sleeping beauty.”


  He glared up at the good-looking guy who towered over him, a glass of fizzy liquid in one hand, soccer ball in the other. “Here. Drink this. Trust me.” Blake took the glass, sipped it and tried to put it on the table. The other man stopped him. “Nope. Finish it, then lie back down for another few hours. It’s your only hope.”


  Blake glared at the man, gulped it down, moaned and laid back. A blanket found its way up his body, a hand landed on his shoulder and he leaned into it reflexively as the room faded again.


   


   


  The unmistakable sound of a British voice calling a soccer game woke Blake again. He blinked up at the ceiling, took inventory of his head, his stomach, found that he might live after all and sat up.  The strange man, his savior, or perhapss serial killer who preyed on drunk men at beer festivals, tossed a soccer ball from hand to hand, intent on the large television in front of him. Blake got to his feet, shaky but needing to find a bathroom.


  “End of the hall,” the man pointed to the left. “Take your time. Towels are in the cabinet.”  Blake had about a millisecond of worry, and then shrugged. If the guy wanted to kill him he had already passed on too many opportunities.  He took a longer look, fully appreciating the man’s long legs, bare up to a pair of soccer shorts, and his equally bare torso, lean and cut. He shook his head at himself. Cut the shit Thornton. Get a shower. Get out. Go home. Face reality.


  He emerged, toweling his hair, back in his filthy jeans, and embarrassed beyond belief. “I’m sorry. Uh, I don’t even know your…”


  “Rob,” the guy stood at the far end of the hall. Blake did another double take.  Jesus Christ but the man was a perfect specimen.  Bright yellow hair cut short, small hoop earring in one ear, a dark green tattoo of a hop flower gracing his left bicep. Blake gulped, suddenly very uncomfortable. The man’s deep brown eyes sparkled as he spoke. “But I told you that last night.”


  Blake nodded to the ink.  “You’re a brewer?” Taking a step closer to the man, he reached out, compelled by something he couldn’t identify but would later thank everything he held holy. The man’s nearly hairless skin pebbled under Blake’s touch as he ran fingertips over the outlines of the intricate art on the man’s—Rob’s—flesh. He sighed, closed the distance between them and let his hand wander up, grip the impossibly handsome rescuer’s neck. “You are really tall,” he whispered, before leaning in and capturing full lips with a kiss. Keeping it light, non-committal, he explored, and Rob let him. 


  He tasted coffee, salt, toothpaste, but the feel of a man’s firm hard body under his hands again made him moan and his cock stiffen faster than it had in months. He groaned as Rob put a hand on his zipper, and another to his cheek, stopping the kiss but keeping their lips within centimeters of each other. “I loved watching you sleep.” He whispered, running a rough thumb over Blake’s lower lip.  “But you should probably go.” He stepped back, leaving Blake empty handed.


  He slumped, put his hands on his hips. “Sorry.” He mumbled, and turned away. “Can I borrow a shirt? Mine is, ah…” he gasped at the feel of strong hands on his shoulders, turning him back around slowly, pulling him in close. “Oh….”


  “Shh…” Rob whispered, before covering his lips, sweeping into his mouth, drowning out the sorrow, the anger, everything but the taste and feel of pure, unadulterated male. He slid his hands down Blake’s back, clutched his ass. As the sounds of their moans when flesh met heat, all he heard was his name, on the lips of the man in his arms. It truly was all he needed to hear.


   


   


  Rob tried to figure out who had possessed his body, was making him act like a horny teenager, groping this poor kid, this utter stranger…Blake. He moaned at the nearly-forgotten-but-perfect sensation of another man’s body against his. “Mmm...” He broke the kiss, reluctantly, realizing he could likely go his grave and never kiss another man after this. “Blake,” he whispered, fisting his hands in the man’s thick, still-wet hair.


  “Yeah,” Blake’s lips traveled down his neck, to his shoulder. He let Blake walk him backwards, push him down on the couch. Rob sat, resisting the urge to touch the bulge under his shorts. A buzzing sound came from somewhere, making an ugly frown mar the face of the amazing young man standing over him. “Hey,” he rubbed a hand over his hair in a gesture that endeared and made Rob want to laugh all at once. The look in the kid’s eyes was priceless as he glared at his phone then back at Rob. “How do you know my name anyway?”


  Rob took his hand and pulled him down beside him, ran a hand down his rough face, leaned in for one more amazing taste of his lips.  The kiss drew out, in a mind blowing tangle of lips, tongues, arms and legs. But he stopped, put a hand on Blake’s heaving chest just as the guy was about to yank his shorts off. “Wait. I, uh, don’t usually do this.”


  “Do what?” Blake flicked one of Rob’s sensitive nipples with tongue. “Pick up drunk guys at beer festivals? Good to know.”  He grunted when Blake’s hand dropped to his aching shaft. Dear god he needed this. He had not felt this intensely about somebody since… “Shit,” he lurched up, stood, putting himself out of Blake’s reach. The young man put his hands behind his head and watched him. Rob drank him in with a long gaze, from the top of his thick hair, down the smooth perfection of his profile, across broad shoulders, down the flat expanse of his stomach to… Anger and lust and embarrassment warred within him, making him wobbly. He took a step back, flopped into the chair opposite the couch when the backs of his legs collided with it.


  “Sorry,” Rob swallowed hard, pointed to the clock over the fireplace. “You really should go.”


  Unsure why he was doing this but giving in to the panic that enveloped him when he acknowledged how perfect Blake felt. The younger man stood, a puzzled look on his face. “Okay, well. Thanks anyway.” He grabbed the shirt Rob had dropped on the floor in his haste to get at Blake’s lips, and shoved his arms into it. “Rob.” The sound of his name on the man’s lips nearly made him come apart at the seams. Jesus, Frietag. He’s just a guy. He pulled himself together and yanked a pair of jeans on and stuck his arms in his shirt, anything really to not look Blake in the eye. If he did that they would never make it to the fucking festival because he’d have the kid bent over the couch so fast his adorable blond head would spin. He gulped back a curse. The smile on Blake’s face was pure, unadulterated sex.


  “Let’s go,” he bit the words off unwilling to go anywhere near the kid again. Hoping rudeness would help send a message.


  “Okay.” Blake grabbed his soiled shirt from the floor, grimacing at it. “Damn, I was a mess, sorry.” His face actually reddened. Rob gripped the edge of the chair. Holy shit, he was adorable. Blake looked at him. “No wonder you don’t want to—“


  “The reason I don’t want to has nothing to do with you getting puke-ass drunk and passing out on my couch. God knows I’ve been there before.” Rob messed around with his phone, his keys, clamping down on the urge to blow off the beer fest and hunker down here, with Blake, forever. He shook his head. Blake tilted his head, stayed quiet. “I, um, gotta go. I have a noon event. You?” Rob choked out.


  Blake seemed to be in a daze, then startled, cursed. He pulled his phone from his pocket. “Yeah, I have an event in ten minutes.” He looked up and the expression on his face was one Rob would never forget. The mixture of regret, sadness and lust would be something patently “Blake” forever and ever.  “Uh, how far are we?” He rolled up on the balls of his feet, a nervous tick Rob figured he’d had his whole life.


  Rob laughed. “I’ll get you there. Don’t worry.” 


   


   


  Blake watched as Rob slipped his feet into soft leather driving shoes and finished buttoning an oxford cloth shirt emblazoned with the logo of a famous restaurant.


  “You know,” Blake sipped a cup of coffee he’d found on a side table. “I could get addicted to you.” Rob shot him an odd look, but then smiled.


  “Nah, I’m annoying as hell after a while, I assure you.”


  “I thought you were a brewer,” Blake tried to ignore the pinging in his head.


  “I was. I mean, I am. But now, I’m a sous chef.” He patted the logo. “But hope to be head chef in about a month, when the asshole ahead of me quits.”


  “Where did you learn to brew?” He knew they should go, but wanted to keep talking.


  “Detroit River Brewing, a few years ago.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah,” Rob stopped in front of him, cupped Blake’s chin with his hand. “So, you free tonight?”


  “What, you’re gonna take me out on a date?”


  “Maybe. I don’t want you to think I’m some kind of slut.” Rub grinned, nearly making Blake’s knees buckle.


  He tried to keep his voice light. “Ha. Too late. For both of us I’m afraid.” He stood, staying close to Rob’s tall body, tilted his face up to accept the man’s lips once more. “And yes, I’m free. I’ll be even more free after this week.”


  “Why is that,” Rob kept his lips close to Blake’s skin, ran long fingers down his throat, making Blake shiver.


  “I’m quitting my job. Gonna need to find another one. Somewhere, oh shit, if you keep that up we will never get out of here. Just saying.” He sighed as Rob stepped away.


  “Quitting?” Rob stepped back, ran a hand over his face. “What for?”


  “Ah, you don’t want my sob story, trust me,” and for some reason he had no desire to share it. All he wanted now was more of this man. And he planned to get a lot more of it. Tonight. Anything to quell the anxiety that was starting to rise in his gut at the thought of hitting that damn festival again.


  “Fine. So about that date…” Rob gave him a long look.


  Blake grinned and buttoned up the shirt Rob had loaned him. “Sure.” He grabbed Rob’s phone and programmed his number in it. “But a warning, fair Robert.” He smiled as the man glanced over at him. “I am in no position to give much more than…”


  “Say no more, dear Blake.” Rob swept him into a hug that included the lovely sensation of the man’s half hard cock pressed into his own. “I don’t do relationships. Not anymore.”


  “So we are on the same page then,” Blake broke away, laced up his shoes. His heart pounded hard, then calmed. “I will say, I like you so far and I’m absolutely not in the market for a relationship. Sounds like a match made in heaven to me.”


   


   


  Rob had gone back and retrieved his Jeep earlier in the day, parked it by the curb risking all manner of expensive tickets. But today seemed to be his day as the windshield was devoid of violations. Blake climbed into the passenger seat, conversing with someone on the phone, making assurances. “Yeah, yeah, Cal, tell Evan I’ll be there in…” He glanced up at Rob. But Rob had stopped thinking after hearing the name Evan. Holy shit. He gripped the steering wheel, reliving his brief text exchange with Jack the week before.


  Blake. Evan. Suzanne. This was the guy. The one she had…


  “Fuck. Me.” He muttered, truly astonished at the small world he inhabited. He snuck a glance over at Blake, taking in the near physical perfection of his profile. Yep. Nice one. Drop him off, let it go. Forever. This is not a minefield you want to traverse. That whole thing had imploded leaving his friends shattered, and this kid, well, according to Jack, he’d been blindsided and dealt a near fatal blow, emotionally speaking, by their old friend.


  That would account for the sadness in his eyes.


  Rob gritted his teeth and pulled into the vendor parking for the event, already crowded with various trucks and trailers supplying the huge festival. Blake sat a second, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Get some food,” Rob advised. “As many complex carbs as you can. It will help soak up the rest of the…” He stopped, surprised by the hand on his shoulder that slid up his neck, pulling him close.


  “You are amazing, Rob,” Blake whispered. The world narrowed, became two people. Rob smiled, allowed himself a brief brush of lips before pulling away.


  “Not really,” he insisted. “You needed help. I gave it. You good now?” Everything in him screamed for more; to touch, kiss, take away the awful edge of pain in Blake’s eyes. It was an odd feeling, and one he didn’t necessarily care for. So, he climbed out of the Jeep, waved at Blake who still sat, seemingly shell-shocked before moving into the crowd, putting as much distance between them as he could.  He had a second of panic, then gripped the phone in his pocket. The phone Blake had put his number in. Missing the kid already, and smacking himself for initiating a date he’d have to break he stomped away, trying to forget him already.


  


  Part III:  Rob and Blake


   


  


  Chapter One


   


  Blake took a long breath. The day had been a blur of what he kept excusing as hangover recovery but was really more like “holy shit I gotta see that guy again-itis.” His his head pounded, and he kept looking up from either his tasting tables or their company’s booth hoping to catch sight of those chocolate brown eyes, that amazing shock of white blond hair. Rob. He shivered. By six o’clock however, exhaustion stole over him and with it came despair. The sadness born of loss that he’d been clutching close for so long. But for some reason, it was not as acute as usual and when his phone buzzed with a text, he knew it had to be.


  Rob:  “Hey. You ok?” Blake started to type a reply, then smiled at the next message. “Oh, Rob here btw.”


  “Whew. Thought it might be my other stalker.”


  “Very funny.”


  He got no reply, and the tension nearly killed him.  After six long hours of standing, talking, tasting, explaining, talking and explaining some more, his feet and throat ached. He shifted from foot to foot, keeping an eye on his phone. Realizing that for the first time in months he wasn’t obsessively checking for a message from Suzanne, but from Rob, he smiled at himself.


  “She must have been hot stuff boss,” Cal handed him a cup of a stout from the next table over. Blake set it down. He was still weak in the stomach from yesterday’s over indulgence.


  “What? Oh, yeah, it was, ah, intense.” He put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You know me, got one in every port.”


  “I’ll tell ya Blake, that may not be true but we are all relieved you are getting over Suzanne. That whole thing,” he made a circling motion with his finger. “Muy caliente and muy loco. You’re better off without her.” Blake shot him a look and the guy had the good sense to blush and look away. “She is a fine woman, Blake. But too many issues. You’re a young man, with lots of good years ahead of you…”


  “I get you,” Blake muttered, squinting into the later afternoon sunlight, a sudden tightening in his chest at the realization that his relationship with Suzanne was fodder for company discussion. His phone buzzed and he grinned as he saw the message from Rob: “I’m done here. Heading to the market, then home. Will make dinner. Remember, I am not doing this to impress you. But would welcome your company. You know the address.”


  He typed out a quick reply:  “I don’t impress easily. And am starving. Will see you in about an hour.” He stared at the screen a minute longer, then typed one more word: “Thanks.”


  The reply came back fast: “What was I going to do? Leave you lying in your own puke on the street? Give me some credit.”


  Blake smiled as he tapped his reply. “I do. Although I did think you could have been a serial killer, preying on young drunk men.”


  “For all you know, I still am. Maybe I like to play with my food before I eat it.” Rob shot back.


  “Well, if your play continues as it started I shall die a happy man.”


  “Then get your ass over here. Soon.”


  It took a couple of hours to wrap everything up and break free. By the time they had the bar broken down and loaded into the trailer, Blake was surprised to find himself antsy with anticipation of Rob—his lips, hands, and more. The guy was funny, hotter than any many had a right to be, and Blake couldn’t wait to get back to him. He knew his heart was seeking something to fill the black hole Suzanne had left there, but he’d have that discussion with Rob again, tonight. No relationships. Just some seriously hot sex, and a lot of good food—the guy was a French-trained chef after all. He smiled, waved at the crew from Big House and climbed into his truck, headed in the opposite direction of Ann Arbor.


   


   


  Before he knew it he stood at the door as mouthwatering smells drifted past him. Garlic, oil, something tangy, all reminded him he had not really eaten much that day. Rob’s advice about finding the breadiest possible food had been well taken, but the reality of an event like today's meant little time to yourself, and certainly not much to eat. His body pulsed like one huge, exposed nerve ending. And he wasn’t positive which urge was the strongest, to eat or to fuck.


  The door swung open and Rob stood, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, the delicious odors following him, spatula in one hand. Blake took a breath, “Hi.” He barely managed even that. The vision before him was one of tall, male, blond perfection and Blake had to bite his tongue to avoid begging him for a kiss. Instead, he followed him into the kitchen, accepted a glass of rich red wine and leaned against the counter. Alt rock flowed around them from unseen speakers. The sounds of a busy Chicago street filled in around the edges. Blake had a split second of sheer joy, imagining the amazing vision of this man in the kitchen, wine, music and shared happiness on a regular basis.


  Oh hell, get a grip. He invited you over to fuck you, remember?


  At that thought, his body responded in kind and he moved closer to Rob’s tall frame hunched over a couple of large cast iron skillets. Sounds faded as he leaned in to sniff the incredible mix of fresh vegetable and what looked like scallops. “Hmm.” He reached across and stuck his finger in the mix, putting it to his lips, never taking his eyes from Rob’s. The moment spun out between them. “Needs more garlic.”


  Rob frowned, stuck his own finger into the perfect blend of ingredients and tasted it. Blake stepped back, then was surprised when Rob smiled, grabbed what looked to be another four or five cloves already minutely chopped beside the stove and tossed them into the pan. Blake sipped his wine and shrugged.


  “It really is the simplest meals, made with the fewest, freshest ingredients that are the best.” Rob’s words interrupted his mental fantasy loop of mutual nudity.


  “Yeah, I agree. Same with beer, frankly. All this faddish ginger root, saffron-infused, chamomile tea, Muscat-grape bullshit makes me want to hit somebody. If you can’t do something interesting with water, malt, hops and yeast, you need to find something else to do.”


  Rob glanced over his shoulder, making Blake shiver. He forced himself forward, plucked a plump, buttery scallop from the pan and popped it into his mouth. It coated his tongue with richness, slid down his throat with garlic infused perfection. “Needs something…” He couldn’t help himself. Ignoring Rob’s frown he opened the giant fridge and pretended to poke around seeking the perfect addition while his body cooled from the whoosh of air. Rob’s hand on his shoulder made him jump.


  “What about this,” Rob’s arm stretched in front of his face, reaching for something, Blake no longer cared what, as long as his amazing skin was close to his lips. He pulled back, holding a bottle of capers. “I mean,” he opened the jar, dipped in and plucked out a few of the salty tidbits and threw them into the skillet. A delicate vinegary essence underscored the symphony of odors already suffusing the air. “I think you’re right. It needed…something.” He smiled, setting the jar on the granite counter. Blake nodded sagely, as if he would have chosen that very thing.


  “Since you are such an expert, tell me what you think of that.” Rob pointed to a bowl of perfect-looking guacamole alongside what had to be homemade pita chips.


  “Where did you get it?” He teased knowing damn good and well the labor intensity behind a decent guac. “Whole Foods?”


  Rob scowled at him turning back to flip the scallops once more, throwing another splash of what had to be fifty dollar olive oil on the mix of rich shellfish, zucchini, sweet onion, red pepper and sun dried tomato. Blake looked around and took in the pasta press, the floured surface of a stainless steel section of countertop. “You don’t fuck around with this do you?” He dredged a crisp pita chip in the mix of avocado, and tomato, loving the explosion of flavor on his tongue.


  Rob poured him more wine before turning back to pull the pasta from the stove. “Check that will you? See if it’s properly al dente?”


  Blake nodded, rising to the challenge. He tasted, found it perfect. “You know, it probably could have used another minute or two.” He sipped and watched the blood rise in Rob’s fair cheeks.  He had no idea why he felt a need to provoke but loved it. “I’m sure it will be fine.” He turned away, lest he yank the tall handsome god-like man to him and do something foolish. The table was set, with no-fuss white ceramic dishes, simple flatware and one candle.


  They shared a few anecdotes about random drunk idiots that peopled every decent beer festival as Blake sat on the couch and tried to summon self-control. He had no business here. The odd connection he felt with Rob was surely born of nothing but simple lust. But while his body continued to thrum with erotic anticipation of what would no doubt be an amazing lay, his heart had relaxed its tight, anxiety-ridden contraction for the first time in nearly a month. This man might be exactly what he needed, on a physical level at least, but the promise of more gave him some pause.


  By the time Rob emerged from the kitchen, a bowl of the pasta tossed with the amazingly prepared simple fish, vegetables, garlic and cheese in one hand and a basket of no-doubt fresh-baked bread in the other hand, Blake had to grip his knees to keep from launching across the room at him. He stood, slowly, stretching, trying to stay non-committal and uninterested.


  They sat in uncomfortable silence, clinked wine glasses and sipped. Blake was relieved that Rob seemed as flustered as he was, at least for now. Once they started eating and the true supremacy of the man’s kitchens skills became apparent, Rob seemed to visibly relax. He speared a fat scallop, held it to Blake’s lips. Blake took it, bit down and let the oily, sweet, rich concoction fill all his senses once more. He shut his eyes, chewed, swallowed, then opened them.


  “Pretty good. But a bit over salted, wouldn’t you say?” He grinned and kept eating, breaking bread into small bits and dragging them through the garlic oil at the edges of his plate.


  Rob frowned, then lifted his chin, eyes narrowed. “You’re a smart ass, you know it?”


  “Yeah. So I’m told.” Blake ate two entire plates of the amazing stuff, and they relaxed into conversation about beer, wine, food, the restaurant business, segued into Blake’s gastro pub dream for a moment. Finally, they pushed their plates away, appetites for food sated. 


  “So, after years of training, practice and food science I stand by the mantra: the simpler the better,” Rob declared, holding his wine glass up to the light, letting it catch the thick legginess that slid down the inside of the bowl. Blake nodded, allowed himself a small second of contact between their legs at the small table before leaning back so he could better observe the man with whom he was prepared to … “Except of course,” Rob interrupted his reverie. “When it comes to dessert.” Rob stood, put a hand on Blake’s shoulder. “Because real desserts are truly a perfection of complexity.” 


  “Of course, there is the simple perfection of a strawberry dipped in chocolate.” Blake insisted, the contrarian in him rising to the bait. Rob chuckled, and emerged with two ramekins of crème Brule and a blowtorch. Blake grinned.


  “What a showoff,” he mumbled, standing and cupping a hand behind Rob’s neck. “Now kiss me before I’m intimidated by your kitchen prowess and run screaming into the night.”


   


   


  Rob’s entire body felt hot, enervated, oddly at peace and at once revved beyond belief. As his lips met Blake’s the sense of transcendence, of actual fulfillment overwhelmed him. This, the man in his arms, was what he wanted, what he required. That thought cut through all his usual avoidance bullshit like a god damned Ginsu knife. He gripped Blake’s shoulders, slid his hands down his back, pulled him close and swept into his mouth, loving the way the man met him halfway. No, not loving it, needing it like he had never needed anything before.


  “God,” Blake gasped as they broke the kiss and Rob licked his way down the extreme beauty of Blake’s neck. “Seriously. I’m…ah…” Rob ran his hands down Blake’s torso, gripped his ass, and then moved back up, unable to settle on any one expanse of flesh. All of him was so amazing. So fucking perfect. Blake struggled out of his arms then.


  Blake stepped back, stared at Rob, chest heaving. “I…don’t think I’m ready.” He muttered, running a hand down his face.


  Rob took a breath, grabbed the blowtorch and crystallized the top of the custardy desserts for them. He sat, dipped out a spoonful and held it to Blake’s lips. If the man wanted to go slow, then go slow he would. Because the sudden piercing light of actual attainment was making him dizzy. Blake was his, or would be very soon, of that Rob was certain. He smiled as the young man took the bite of creamy dessert, watched as he swallowed it, then dipped out yet more, feeding him the entire bowl reveling in his youthful appetite.


  Slow down Frietag. This guy is just that. A guy. A piece of ass. A fine one, to be certain, but nothing more.


  They polished off a second bottle of expensive Italian wine, the other dessert and nearly dissolved in a boozy pool of lust. But just as Blake was reaching for his zipper, Rob put a hand over his, kissed him once more and moved away. “No, Blake. Not yet. I’m sorry. You aren’t the only one not ready.”


  His heart convulsed at the look in the young man’s eyes. The grateful, nearly teary gaze made Rob catch his breath; he put a hand along Blake’s rough cheek. He had no words, or if he did, they didn’t need saying. Not yet. Dear god, but he wanted to say them. Blake shifted further away from him and stood.


  “Okay, I’m gonna go. Before we do something neither of us is ready for and both of us will regret.”


  Rob shot to his feet. Putting his hands on either side of Blake’s face he kissed him, hard, loving the way the other man’s body molded into his. Then he stopped. “Okay. Good plan.” In spite of every living piece of him screaming to toss Blake over his shoulder and throw him into his bed, he moved back, walked to the door. Going slow was something new, and if he were honest with himself, it worked. On a level separate from his aching balls, of course. Blake smiled, stuck his hands in his pockets. Rob had to bite the inside of his cheek nearly raw to keep from going with his primal instincts as they exchanged one last lingering kiss, and he watched the man head to the elevator. “When will I see you again?” He called at the last minute.


  “Soon,” Blake leaned against the elevator wall, winked and disappeared behind the closing doors


  


  Chapter Two


   


  The next few days had little impact on Blake. He resigned and got his recommendation. Evan made a few calls and he had a new gig in Grand Rapids in a matter of hours. Suzanne was gone for the first few days, down in Ohio meeting new distributors. The familiar smells and sights of the Big House brewery made him a tired sort of sad. As if all the trauma of the months he’d spent here with her, not to mention all the back-breaking work he did to drag them into more organized and profitable production schemes, were some kind of weird dream.


  He wanted to see her, get some kind of closure but at the same time, felt their moment at her place should probably suffice. He packed all his books and stuff into a box, said his good byes and was about to make a clean getaway.


  “Blake?” Her voice made his scalp prickle. He turned, one hand on his truck handle and tried to quell the tremor in his soul at the sight of her. She’d regained some weight and the dark circles under her eyes were gone. Part of him got a little upset at the thought she was actually recovering without him. A bigger, more mature part, smiled, truly glad to see her looking well again.


  “Hey,” He tossed the box in the passenger’s seat and shut the door.


  Her smile still had some sort of power over him but he forced himself to think about Rob and his brain calmed enough to let him hug her, quickly, then step away. “I’m sorry to see you go.”


  He shrugged. “It’s best. I think for all of us.”


  She nodded, but stared at him a tad longer than was comfortable. “I’m really sorry. You are an amazing man. I hope you find happiness.”


  He realized that she meant it. And, if he had been in a different place in his head at her condo that night, he could have rekindled the whole thing. A quiet calm settled over them then, as thoughts of Rob’s deep brown eyes, and strong shoulders clouded Blake’s vision.


  “You too.” He swallowed, wishing she would leave, let him go.


  She smiled, as if sensing his tension. “I mean it, Blake.” She touched his face, then turned and opened the brewery door, already hollering at poor Cal about some fucked up order from earlier in the week. He smiled, acknowledged that the ache in the Suzanne corner of his heart would likely always exist, climbed into his truck and headed home to pack.


   


   


  The drive to Chicago was slow, traffic clogged and hot. But Blake didn’t care. He was on his way, entering a new phase, moving on and had an amazing guy to maybe add to the mix. He smiled to himself, picturing the next two weeks.


  Sitting in the truck with the windows rolled down and his favorite rock on the radio, the early fall breeze lifting the hair off his forehead, he felt, if not good, then not utterly shitty for the first time in months.


   


   


  He’d shot a text late the previous night as he finished packing and sucked back a few beers before bed. “So, you want some company?”


  Rob had responded nearly instantly. “Maybe. Who are you bringing?”


  “Nice. Why? You need more than me?”


  “Oh, sorry, thought you were someone else.”


  Blake had smiled, shifting as his cock got painfully hard at the thought of the man on the other end of the line.


  “Ok, I deserved that. No. It’s just me.”


  “In that case, the answer is a resounding yes.”


  Blake had waited a while, drank another beer and pondered his next move. “Thought I’d hang out in the Windy City ten days or so before hitting the new job. Want to show me the sights?”


  “Depends on the sights you want to see.”


  “I want to see the big ones, you know. The highlights.”


  “Ah, well then, I have those.”


  Blake had smiled, unzipped his jeans and fisted himself thinking about the tall blond man.


   


   


  Rob paced, sat, stood at the window, paced some more and pondered his dilemma. Blake. On his way to Chicago, for a solid two weeks. He propped his hands on the balcony ledge and tried to calm his pounding heart. Reminding himself that this was, so far, nothing but a long flirtation that might end nowhere, he stomped back into the condo. He was determined to take his mind off the incredibly smart, hot, talented guy that he wanted to fuck more than he wanted to draw his next breath. Realizing he had about forty-five more minutes he laid down, jacked off yet again to visions and memories of Blake, rose, took his second shower of the day, and resumed his vigil.


  By the time the doorbell rang, he had found some delayed broadcast English Premiership soccer and let the mindless joy of watching his favorite game cast a pall over his brain. He rose, opened the door and smiled at the vision standing there. “Okay, so, first, we see the Miracle Mile.” He grabbed his keys and tossed Blake’s suitcase into the living room, tugging the flabbergasted kid back into the elevator.


  “What the hell?” Blake spluttered.


  “Sights, remember? You wanted to see some?” Rob pretended to consult an itinerary on his phone. He knew he was in extreme avoidance mode, but also realized it was a necessary part of what was about to unfold. Yes, he wanted Blake. Wanted to touch, kiss, suck and fuck the kid to oblivion. And he would. But first, he was bound and determined to get to know him. To talk, walk, eat, drink and learn everything he could about him. He wanted to know about his childhood, his high school and college years. All of it.


  “Sights.” Blake groaned and glared at him. “I must remember how literal you are. Might come in handy.”


  Rob smiled and led the way out into the Chicago streets.


   


  **** 


   


  After seven days of what could only be deemed aggressive tourism, Blake was exhausted. He had walked more miles, learned and seen more shit than he thought possible in one large Midwestern city. They hit every single brewpub and microbrewery in the city limits, meeting and greeting owners and managers and brewers alike.  Every night they either walked along Lake Michigan or attended a Chicago Fire soccer match. Rob was no-holds-barred fanatic about the game.


  The morning of his eighth day, after yet another chaste and frustrating night spent on Rob’s couch, he’d been surprised awake by the sound of a shout, and the sensation of a soccer ball hitting his chest.  Blake stood and stretched, aware that his hard-on tented his boxer shorts and satisfied to see Rob blush and avoid staring at it as he held out shorts, a tee shirt and a pair of cleats. “Seriously?” He’d truly not bargained on this deflection of the physical attraction between them.


  But at the same time, Blake had enjoyed their time together, more than he would admit to himself. They had talked about everything under the sun. Blake had told Rob about his parents, their volatile relationship. His closeness to his sister, and her new found success selling houses. His time spent on the west coast as brew boy and then second brewer. His return to his hometown. Everything really, except of course for one thing. The sixty-thousand-pound gorilla named Suzanne and his relationship with her. That went thoroughly avoided. Oddly, the longer he spent with Rob the more he wanted to talk about it, but he didn’t.


  “Seriously,” the amazing man had declared, shoving the kit and shoes in Blake’s face and settling into a chair to wait for him to change.


  After getting utterly schooled for a couple of hours by Rob, but using the excuse of sports contact to feel, touch and experience the guy's exquisite body near his, Blake thought he might explode. At one point they’d nearly come to blows over a fifty-fifty ball and Rob had stepped away, chest heaving with exertion. “Are you sure you’ve never done this?”


  Blake shrugged. “I played baseball and ran track. I’m competitive. I don’t like to lose.”


  Rob grinned and used the opportunity to nutmeg him by kicking the ball between his feet and make for the goal, leaving Blake groaning and flatfooted. Later, as they sucked back bottles of water and ate fruit and cheese in the park, Blake had lain back on the picnic blanket, arms behind his head, feeling so happy he thought his heart would burst, but for that pain deep in his gut. The one reminding him that he needed more than a nightly jack off. He turned and looked at the handsome man lying beside him. He placed a hand over on his chest, just to feel him. It was not meant as a move, or a pass or anything, and when Rob took his hand and put it to his lips, Blake felt complete.


   


   


  The night before Blake was to leave for his new job, Rob had to work later than planned, dealing with some random bullshit crisis in the kitchen. It set him on edge and by the time Blake showed up for his planned “field trip” to a club, he was in no mood for any of it. But he smiled, let the guy in and did his usual smothering of the need to just grab him and fuck him and get it over with.


  It was crystal clear to Rob that Blake was something special and that was the reason he waited. Why he had dragged the poor kid all over hell's half acre, showing him sights, making him talk about himself and his family, got his opinion on everything from the national debt to universal health care to the potential third bridge from Detroit to Canada. It only made his desire worse. The more he knew, the more he wanted and was willing to overlook Blake’s tendency to overreact, to be a drama king, and to be slightly overbearing when talking about his sister.


  That night they were to eat dinner at Rob’s restaurant for the first time and then hit The Edge, a hot new nightclub Rob had been to once, and knew Blake would love. They sat at dinner and made small talk, but Rob’s mind kept spinning, not letting him enjoy the time with Blake as he usually did.


  “Hey,” Blake reached out and touched his hand at one point, making him jump and glare. The other man had removed his hand, his face puzzled. Rob shook himself. “What’s up?” Blake asked, then sipped his beer.


  Rob tried to calm his jangling nerves. “Sorry. Bad day at the office.” He gestured around them.


   Blake smiled. “Then why in the hell did we come back here?” He finished his steak and sat back. Rob loved the guy’s enthusiasm when it came to food. It made them a nearly perfect match.


  “Because, I planned it this way.” Rob knew how ridiculously OCD this sounded.


  “Ah, well, okay then.” Blake stared at him, but let it go.


  They walked into the club and Rob knew in an instant it was a bad idea. A couple of girls eyeballed the two of them, a couple more walked right up and started talking to Blake. The kid responded, started flirting like a pro. Rob felt his hackles rise. He tugged Blake over to a table. “Bring your friends,” he ground out. “The more the merrier.” Blake shot him a strange look but he ignored it in favor of ordering drinks.


  After an hour of watching Blake pull out all the stops with everything with a two legs and a pussy, Rob’s nerves were shredded. He looked up to realize that a very hot woman was perched on his lap, laughing at something Blake had said. He could look right down her shirt, see the dark tips of her nipples, felt the warmth of her sex on his leg. His body stirred, responded to it. He relaxed and let it happen, raising his glass to the handsome man across the table, equally occupied with an equally hot chick on his lap, but with eyes only for Rob.


   


   


  Blake danced, groped, even kissed a few of the women who’d been hanging off him for the last several hours. But after a bit of breast grabbing and tongue wrestling with a few of the hotter ones, he was done. This whole thing was pissing him off so much he felt like he could leap out of his skin. Or he could just leave. He glanced over to the table. Rob had some super model draped over his lap, his hand was on her bare thigh, her head tilted back as he whispered something in her ear. Blake’s entire body clenched as he kept dancing and watched as that hand moved, crept up. The flashing lights of the club gave him pulse beats to watch as Rob’s hand disappeared under her short skirt.


  The music pounded, deafening him but he kept watching as the girl shifted on his lap and her face got a fairly distinctive look to it as Rob’s forearm flexed and his eyes took on a hooded, even sexier look as he kept whispering in her ear. Blake groaned to himself, and admitted that if he didn’t do something with the hard on he’d sustained for the last ten days tonight, something significant, he would go insane. The girl dancing with him put a hand on his zipper. “I know someplace we can go.” He nodded at her words and yanked her off the dance floor, propelled by raw jealousy and blinding lust. He followed her to a back hallway, shoved her up against the wall and pressed his lips to hers. His body was in full overdrive but not for this girl. He wanted something else entirely. But when she started to go down on her knees, he was not about to complain.


  “Hey,” The sound of Rob’s voice made him open his eyes. The man stood, hands on the wall, lips near his ear. “Let’s get the hell out of here, what do you say?”


  Blake nodded and without a word to the accommodating female, he let Rob take his hand and pull him away and out into the city sidewalk.


   


   


  They barely made it the six blocks to Rob’s condo, stopping along the way to duck into dark alleys to kiss and grope. Rob’s body screamed for Blake’s touch and his lust addled brain had nearly made him cause an embarrassing scene in the club when he caught the young man on the verge of receiving a blowjob in the back hallway.


  “Shit,” Blake muttered into his skin. “I thought you weren’t ready. Aren’t there more sights to see? A few more coffee shops we can explore? One more museum to tour?”


  “Shut the hell up.” Rob growled into his lips, gripping him with an energy born of desperation. “Just kiss me and shut up.”


  Blake had smiled, nearly destroying Rob’s careful, ten-year construct of aloof. His “life by the throat” mentality had him now by the balls and he was ready to yell “uncle” if it meant Blake would be with him forever. They kissed, groaned, fondled and made their way to Rob’s place, laughing as they emerged from the elevator and stumbled into the small foyer.


  Blake pushed him against the wall, unzipped his jeans and fisted his cock making him blink and gasp with the sensation. Before he knew it Blake was on his knees, and his cock was his throat. “Uh,” He grunted as Blake ran a finger under his balls with firm strokes. “Yeah,” Rob sighed, gripping Blake’s hair hard as he his finger found its target, rubbed around the outside of it as he sucked, making Rob’s vision dim.


  “Wait,” he insisted, pulling Blake to his feet. The other man wiped his mouth, then gripped Rob and pulled him close.


  “No. I’m not waiting and I’m not going on any more bullshit sightseeing trips either. This,” he gripped Rob’s cock. “Is what I came here for. But I have loved getting this as well.” He smiled, and brushed his lips over Rob’s once, then again.


  “Good, because I was getting a little tired of playing tour guide,” he took Blake’s hand and led him to the bedroom.


   


   


  Blake tugged his shirt off and his jeans down, the wide river of lust that coursed through him now of flood proportion. Rob had shed his clothes and shifted back on the bed, propped his legs up giving Blake full access. The smell of their mingled passion swirled around them. Blake lapped at the other man’s cock again, tasted soap, the heat of his flesh, the first hint of salty fluid. Groaning as his own body kept hardening, twitching, needing contact, he kept up his pressure and suction, loving the sounds of Rob’s pleasure, the way he shoved his hips up, giving all of himself to Blake’s ministrations. God he had missed this. The hard heat and spice of a man. And what a man, this blond, rescuer god. Blake grabbed a conveniently placed bottle of lube at the beside, moaned around Rob’s flesh, pushed his now slick finger in deep and drank down everything Rob gave him as he stroked his gland, making his hips pump hard and his voice loud, hoarse and pleased.


  Releasing Rob’s delicious shaft with a last tug, Blake stood, wandered into the bathroom to wash his hands then returned, observing the near picture-perfection of the man lying on the bed, his chest still heaving. “You are delicious.” He stretched out beside him, fisting his own cock.


  Rob rolled up on his elbow, yanking Blake’s face to his for a kiss that made the room fade with its intensity. The rough rasp of the man’s beard, the hard planes of his body, the feel of his hand around Blake’s shaft made him dizzy.


  “Fuck me with this, please?” Rob whispered, nipping at Blake’s lower lip, and then reached over to the drawer for a condom, “I need it in me, baby. You game?”


  “I was game ten fucking days ago,” Blake muttered, as he rolled the condom over himself and applied the slick lubrication along his length.  “Right now, I’d call me overripe. Roll over.”


  “No, like this.” Rob propped his leg up again, exposing that delectable ass. Blake licked his lips. “I want to kiss you while you’re fucking me.”


  “Works for me,” Blake crawled up between Rob’s legs, rubbed lube around and inside Rob’s waiting body. “Anything to get inside you.” Then eased himself in, a centimeter at a time, past the tight ring of muscle, watching, fascinated as their bodies connected. He was deep inside when Rob reached up and pulled him down to his face, slanted his lips over Blake’s and swept into his mouth with a strong tongue, using it to fuck Blake’s mouth as he thrust deeper inside Rob’s body. The tight grip of his ass was perfect, Blake groaned against Rob’s lips as a monster orgasm hovered around his vision. His spine tingled, he propped himself up on his arms and looked down, loving the sight of Rob’s cock back to life and twitching, leaking cum down the sides. “Shit,” he mumbled at the sight. “I’m gonna come. Ah yes!” he thrust deep and let himself have it. Let the orgasm blind him as Rob gripped his hips and tilted his body so Blake could go deeper.


  “Oh, unh,” Rob grunted, and his cock jerked and released, covering his and Blake’s torsos as Blake’s body shook, spasmed and seemed to keep coming forever. He fell onto Rob’s body, felt the man’s lips on his hair as their bodies cooled and breathing calmed.


  “Wow,” he slid out, pulled the condom off and wrapped it in a Kleenex. “Damn.” His knees wobbled and he flopped down on the bed beside Rob. The man put a strong arm around him, tugged him close so Blake draped an arm and leg over the other man’s long, lean frame.  He closed his eyes, a pure bolt of contentment making him woozy and happy for the first time in weeks, perhaps months.


  At one point Blake realized he was awake, had tossed and turned and forced Rob to sit up and rub his face. But Rob held him, kissed his forehead, and muttered. “It’s okay. I’m here. Be calm.”  And Blake did. For the first time in a while, and slept.


   


   


  The next morning Rob sipped the espresso he’d developed a taste for since his time with René, and let Blake sleep in. Which gave him time to figure out how to broach the delicate subject of Suzanne and how well Rob knew her. He pressed out some dough he’d made the day before, crumbled real butter, cinnamon and pecans onto it, rolled it up and cut it into giant rounds of future deliciousness. He slid the tray into the expensive convection oven.


  Trying to distract himself and to keep from going into the bedroom and waking Blake the way he really wanted to, he flipped open his laptop and studied a few emails. Jack had fallen right off his radar, dropped himself feet first into real estate, turning deals and hiring a manager for his father’s construction company in a flurry of success already. He missed his friend, but understood the compulsion. God knows he hadn’t been the chattiest of pals either. He hesitated over the keys, nearly ready to send a note to Suzanne, but stopped at the sound of a jaw-cracking yawn.


  He closed the device, and smiled up at the sleep disheveled young man in his kitchen. His heart sped up but he forced himself calm. He felt great, never better, had come off two years of perfectly clean cancer scans. His doctor here was ready to move him to yearly checkups as opposed to every six months. Why not commit? The chemistry between them was undeniable. But, then again, he knew the kid was coming off a very tough emotional ride. He handed Blake a small cup of strong coffee and sat back down and took a deep breath.


  “I went to college with Suzanne. We have a ton of friends on common still, including Evan.” Blake stared at him, the look in his eyes one that did not bode well for Rob’s plan for the day. “You need to know that.”


  “What the fuck?” Blake put the cup down without drinking any, ran a hand through his bed-messy hair and down his face. Rob’s heart ached for the guy, but he didn’t want him to hear about it from Evan, or worse, Suzanne herself.


  “Yeah, I know.” He toyed with his empty cup, let the soft cinnamon smells envelop them a minute. “I didn’t realize it was you at all that day.”


  “You didn’t realize what? That I was the loser who tried to kill her abusive asshole spouse, didn’t quite manage it, then fell head over heels in love with her? Only to get summarily dumped on my ass? You didn’t realize I was that guy?” He made a noise in his throat, and then walked across the large room to the door wall. Sunday morning street noises floated up from below. Rob forced himself to stay seated. Blake turned, his eyes bright with anger and disappointment. “I can’t fucking get away from her can I? Jesus!” He grabbed his jeans and tugged them on over his boxers, yanked his shirt down over his head.


  “Wait,” Rob said softly, realizing the futility of it.


  Blake threw his clothes into the suitcase in the hall, found his keys where he’d dropped them in their haste to get at each other last night, and whirled to face him. “You know what, fuck you. Fuck all of you people. Christ, I actually get to where I don’t think about her for nearly a solid twenty-hour period, find I a guy I….well, shit, never mind. This is too much for me. Thanks Rob. It was a blast.” Rob stood, started to move closer. Blake held up a hand.  “No. Don’t. You waited to the last minute to tell me this for a reason, I’m guessing. I’m out of here.”


  “Where to?” Rob spoke softly, hoping to distract him from his anger.


  “To none of your god damned business, that’s where.”


  The slamming door was like a gunshot, and Rob felt it go through him with a shiver of frustration. Shit. Nice work. Could have kept your fool mouth shut, he’d still be here. He wandered out to the balcony, watched Blake stalk down the street toward the parking garage. But it would have been under false pretenses. One thing Rob would not do is operate that way. He sighed, pulled the cinnamon rolls out of the oven and dumped them in the trash before putting on shorts and his soccer cleats. He’d find a pick-up game somewhere, hopefully, and try to call Blake tonight. He had to. They were meant to be together. And this time, Rob was determined to make it work.


  


  Chapter Three


   


  Two Years Later


  “Blake, when in the hell are you going to take a vacation?” He looked up, startled to find his boss staring at him from across the brewery floor.


  “Huh? Oh, um, I don’t know. I get away on the weekends up to my parent’s place on Lake Michigan.” Although he hadn’t done that in nearly a year, to be honest. He wiped his face.


  The older head brewer leaned against a fermenter and frowned at him. “Well, there is someone here to see you. Claims he knows you. I told him you were some kind of robo-worker, here at all hours, for whatever reason. He said he was here to take you on a vacation. Asked me if I could spare you for a week or so.” Blake frowned. “And I assured him that I could and that you needed it. So go on, beat it, already.”


  Blake peeled off his heavy gloves, changed from brewery boots to shoes and stalled as much as he could. He could see Rob from his vantage point inside the craft end of the large brewery he’d been working in for nearly two years.  


  Grand Rapids had provided him with the perfect refuge. He worked, ran, joined a soccer club, ate, worked, ran…and that was it. He had not had sex with anyone male or female since Rob. On purpose. He’d found a small apartment close enough he could walk or bike to work during the decent weather months.  He talked to Sara regularly, but other than that, no one from back home. He made a few work friends, drank pints and threw darts with them, but did not allow himself anything like a close relationship.


  Rob had been nothing if not persistent, and they’d had many long chats, text and email exchanges. Blake had been firm. He did not want to see the man again, the exact opposite of what his heart wanted. He ruled that organ with an iron fist, however, making sure that when he flirted, or let Rob flirt with him, he cut it off.


  A recent Skype chat had been entertaining, although Rob had asked a few strange questions that made Blake wonder what it would take for the guy to get the message that they were never going to be together. Not ever.


  Rob: “I’ve gotta go jump through some red-tape hoops and get my passport renewed this week. Need it on the fly.”


  Blake: “Why? Are you an international spy now?”


  Rob: “No, if I were the passport would appear in the hands of a lovely female like magic. I’d fuck her silly then fly into the night to do my spy work.”


  Blake: “Female huh?”


  Rob: “Yep.”


  Blake: “Interesting.” In spite of himself, at that point, he put a hand on his cock, idly stroking it as he waited for Rob’s response.


  Rob: “Ever share? I mean, three-way?”


  Blake: “None of your business, thanks.”


  Rob: “I have. Lots of times. Pretty hot, if you have the right mix of people.”


  Blake:  “How did this conversation devolve into ménage history?” He unzipped himself then, fisted his aching shaft, wishing for nothing more than Rob.


  Rob:  “I don’t know. Anyways, I’m headed to France next month.”


  Blake: “What for?”


  Rob:  “Class reunion of sorts. In Paris.”


  Blake had leaned back, got serious with his rhythm, let images of Rob’s strong arms, and firm backside stutter across his consciousness. He groaned, mad at himself for being so stubborn. It was obvious Rob wanted back in his life. But he flatly refused to take the risk of loving again. He felt ruined, soiled by love. Screw love. He could, however, use a good fuck. Sighing, he let go of himself, leaned forward and typed, hitting return before he talked himself out of it.


  Blake:  “I am so horny right now. I assume since we are revealing things I can tell you that.”


  Rob: “Really. That makes two of us.”


  Blake smiled and typed again, the hard press of his cock irritating yet pleasant against his lower belly. Blake: “You got a camera? I want to see.”


  Rob: “Maybe I don’t want to show you. You have been really good at avoiding me you know. I think you should be punished.”


  Blake: “Yeah. I probably deserve it but…” he stopped, unable to explain it.


  Rob: “I know she hurt you, Blake. And I am really sorry. But it’s over now. You have moved on—way on, so much on I had almost given up on you. But I am a stubborn guy when I find something I want.”


  Blake: “Something you want, eh?” He touched himself again, gripped the head, pulled and released, imagining Rob’s lips on him, on his cock, all over him.


  It was a while before he had a response. Rob: “I’m not going to jack off in front of a computer camera for you, Blake. Sorry.”


  Blake: “Okay. But I am going to jack off, like now, do you mind if I close my eyes and pretend I’d never walked out of your condo that day?”


  Rob: “You did what you had to do then. I know that. But now, you’ve had some time. And I want, no, I need to see you again. Bad.”


  Blake sighed, leaned back and stroked himself to a quick climax, clearing his head before answering. But Rob beat him to it. Rob: “You all done there lover boy?”


  Blake: “Yeah.”


  Rob: “Good, now, when can I see you and give you the good hard fucking you deserve?”


  Blake flushed red at that, smiling into the computer screen. Blake: “Just you and me though, right? We aren’t going full bore ménage yet, are we? Something I have not done by the way and thank you very much.”


  Rob: “Good. I want to show you how to do it right. Someday.”


  Blake: “Maybe.”


  Rob: “Get a passport. You’re coming to Paris with me.”


  Blake: “Don’t be an idiot. I can’t get away that long, I mean…”


  Rob: “Sure you can and you will. You have your orders. Go down to the post office and get one. I’ll see you … soon.”


  Rob had signed off without another word leaving Blake sticky, frustrated and bewildered about what to do next.


   


   


  And there the man was, in all his tall blonde Adonis-like glory, chatting up the front office ladies, flirting like a mad man, flashing those mocha eyes. Blake felt a wild thrill of something resembling jealousy and had to back further into the brewery to get hold of himself. He had gotten the passport although the trip to France had not come up again. They had a couple of lame phone-sex sessions, then, silence for nearly ten days. It was during that time that Blake realized something elemental: He needed Rob. Needed to see him, to talk to him, to laugh and joke over the days’ work. They’d even had a couple of stilted discussions about Suzanne that had helped Blake understand her a little. Although he still felt beyond weird that this man he was coming to rely on had known her so well once.


   



  ****


  Two Days Later


  “Okay, this has got to be the most clichéd Parisian moment ever,” Blake smiled and looked up at the pale blue sky. Fluffy white clouds skittered by, a dog barked, the Eiffel Tower loomed in the background, and he could have sworn he heard an accordion. Well, he might have imagined that.


  “Yeah. That’s me. A walking cliché.”  Rob held a chunk of aged cheese to Blake’s lips. Staring deep into the other man’s gaze, Blake opened his mouth, accepted the delicious morsel, chewed and closed his eyes when Rob touched a finger to his jawline. “Yep. Now we are full circle. After you drink this amazing wine that I just bought at a drug store on the corner.” Smiling he took the glass and leaned against the huge tree trunk.


  The flight over had been bumpy, terrifying, and had made Blake a nervous wreck. Rob had slept the entire way as Blake gripped the seat arms, tried to read, and glared at the long, lean slumbering form of the man he credited with saving his life. By the time they bumped to a halt on the runway Rob jerked awake, rubbed his eyes and smiled and Blake had a sinking sensation in his gut. He was falling for him. Not good. They had not spoken for the length of the walk up to the jetway, through the terminal, to the baggage claim. When they stepped out into the soft spring air outside the airport, he’d gripped Rob’s hand hard.


  He wasn’t even sure why he’d come here. Knew the two years he spent more or less completely alone had been necessary but still not sure if he was ready for this yet. Rob’s open, honest and drop dead handsome face broke into such a grin at that moment Blake had a small flutter of maybe. Maybe this was the right thing.


  The first night had been full of cooking school events, a massive cocktail party, over the top dinner that was easily the best food Blake had ever put in his mouth. An older man, René, had been all over Rob for most of the night. Blake had merely observed their give and take, let the reality roll around in his head a while. Then, later that night, they’d had rough, raw almost primal sex. Rob had let Blake take control, as if sensing he needed it.


  “He’s nothing to me. You know that right?”  Rob put his fingers through Blake’s hair, as Blake lay across his chest in the wee hours of the morning. Blake looked up to see Rob’s eyes blazing with something he would later come to understand as utter conviction. Blake kissed him gently, lips still sore from earlier efforts.


  “Yeah, I know.” Then he’d rolled over onto his side and sighed in contentment as Rob curved his taller body around his, holding him close until they woke at noon to the sound of a French cursing on the street below. A little more sex in the shower, then espresso in the café downstairs, and now this, a perfect Parisian picnic on a damn red-checkered blanket, cheese, wine, and that stupid fucking accordion. Blake got to his feet, ran a hand through his hair. Nervous energy twitched through his body. He had to get some space.


  Rob still leaned against the tree, watching him. Blake’s heart pounded in his chest, his throat was so dry he could have spit cotton. His knees shook. Putting his hands on his thighs, he leaned over, sucked in a breath.  “I’m gonna walk a little.”


  Rob nodded, pulled a newspaper from the food basket and opened it without a word.


  Grateful for something he couldn’t name yet, he turned on his heel and started across the large expanse of green toward the sidewalk. “Keep your phone handy.” Rob called out. “In case you get lost.”  Blake raised a hand without turning to look and kept going.


  After an hour of mindless meandering, not really seeing or registering anything around him, Blake found a seat at an outdoor café and ordered a crisp French lager. The girl who served it was gorgeous, like most of the women in this town, and flirted with him some in French until he reached the end of his limited vocabulary and she left him with his thoughts.  He sipped, watched the comings and goings of the busy boulevard, and tried to come to terms with the roiling in his gut. He still loved Suzanne. He knew it. He dreamed of her still, imagined her small form in his arms, his hands on her flesh, her lips against his.


  Shifting in his seat he swallowed hard and admitted something else.  He may always hold her in his heart thanks to the trauma that had surrounded their coming together and falling apart, but the very real, very special man who’d dragged him to this famous city was definitely under his skin. Physical relationships were all well and good, he mused, signaling the hot server girl for another beer, but he was a little afraid he might want more. And the fact that Rob had waited two solid years, giving him all the space he needed, and still seemed eager to be with him…Blake shivered a little, as anxiety flooded his brain. He wasn’t ready for emotional intimacy, not even now. But part of him wanted it, craved it like a starving man craves meat.


  Rob was such a calm guy. Always steady, never rattled, at least that Blake had seen. He had a quiet authority about him Blake envied. Blake took that role with his sister, keeping her naturally high-strung personality in check with his temperament. But the last few years had taught him something about himself—he needed someone to be that kind of emotional rock for him too.  He finished the last beer and put some Euros down on the table, winking at the girl who stood with her hip cocked still staring at him. Suzanne had been one more woman to take care of, bringing out his natural urge to fix, to placate, to smooth over. And, here he was, being fixed, placated, smoothed over. He smiled and picked up his pace. The hotel was only a few blocks away but at that moment he wanted to be with Rob so badly his whole body buzzed.


  He took the narrow steps up to their third floor room in the quaint, Euro-style, elegant hotel two at a time, stuck his key card in the door and pushed it open, words on his lips he had to get out before he lost his nerve. He dropped the key on the desk, and walked over to the tall silhouette at the window, wrapped his arms around Rob’s waist and leaned into his back. Contentment settled over him like a warm blanket. The sound of Rob’s voice rumbled through him as he spoke into the phone at his ear.


  “Well, I don’t know but I’ll try and call him again.” He reached back and pulled Blake around to his side and they stood, arm in arm, while Rob finished his call. “You know Jack, though. The guy is like a dog with a bone when he gets his mind set on something.”  There was a silence and Blake could hear the tinny voice on the other end of the line. Rob kissed the top of Blake’s head then moved away, his body language revealing that the conversation was a stressful one. He sank into an overstuffed chair, hand over his eyes as he listened. “All right, I get you. Let me make a couple of calls. I’ll let you know what I find out.” He smiled and looked up at the ceiling then pinned Blake with a look that made him tingle and his cock stand at attention. “No, actually Kyle. I’m not. I’m with somebody.”  He listened, keeping his eyes on Blake’s, licking his lips as he crawled down Blake’s body with his gaze. “Thanks. I’m glad for you too. Yeah. Mine is pretty special as well. I’ll track down our man Gordon. Don’t worry. Bye.”


  He ended that call, then dialed another number, holding up a hand so Blake would stay on the other side of the room. He repressed a quick jolt of aggravation, then flopped on the bed, arms behind his head. He needed to talk, now, before they did their usual jumping into each other’s pants and not talking thing. But it must be important, Blake knew or he wouldn’t be able to resist.


  “Hey, uh, Suzanne,” Blake bolted upright, his body zinging with stress at the sound of her name. Rob shrugged, mouthed “sorry” to him then walked into the small anteroom with another window onto the busy street. Blake followed him, suddenly pissed.  “Yeah, have you talked to Gordon lately? Kyle is freaking out because he hasn’t been to the club in over a month and won’t return his calls.”  Blake frowned, leaned on the doorway. If it was the Gordon he knew then this whole thing had taken a turn for the weird he didn’t know if he wanted to be privy to. “Oh, huh.” Rob put his hand on the wall, and Blake tried to ignore how much he wanted to yank the man’s jeans down and…he shook his head. “I figured as much. Let me try and call him then so he can call Summerlin. Thanks. You, ah, doing okay these days?”


  Blake listened hard, but couldn’t hear her voice. Which was probably a good thing.  Rob chuckled. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. And yes, he is. Would you like to talk to him?” Blake stepped back, shaking his head, managing to trip over a decorative stool, landing unceremoniously on his ass. Rob smiled encouragingly and handed Blake the phone. He kept shaking his head, but took it.


  “Hello?” Her voice, strung out over thousands of miles of technology, still had the power to dry his mouth in an instant. “Blake?” He let Rob help him to his feet. The look on the man’s face calmed him instantly. He took a breath, felt Rob’s lips on his neck, just a soft kiss, before he walked away. Blake watched him go.


  “Hi.” He said, surprised at how calm he felt. “Suzanne. It’s good to hear your voice.”


   


   


  After what turned out to be a surprisingly easy conversation after two years of complete silence, he turned the phone off, all the way off, and wandered into the bedroom, noting that Rob had fallen asleep, sprawled across the bed. The guy loved his naps there was no doubt about that. He could sleep at the drop of a hat, but also woke nearly as instantly.  Blake struggled at both ends, many times staring into the dark for hours, and hitting the snooze button five or six times in the morning. He sat, ran a hand down Rob’s face, cupped his chin, then traced a line across his shoulder. The other man sighed, reached up and tugged Blake down beside him, slanting his mouth over his, the slow, almost lazy nature of his kiss reminding Blake of his original mission.


  Reaching up to thread his fingers in Rob’s silky hair, Blake groaned as his body started reacting to his lover’s expert touch. Their tongues tangled, clothes melted off, and they were naked, pressed together, hard flesh to hard flesh. Blake no longer knew, nor cared, where his body ended and Rob’s began. He wanted this, needed this, so much. He gasped when Rob started making his way down Blake’s body, biting and sucking nipples, nipping skin, then lapping at the head of his aching shaft, providing quick suction to the head. “Oh hell… Rob…” He mumbled, tilting his hips up, needing more. “Lower baby. Please.”


  Rob rose from his task, his luscious lips plump, red, glistening, then leaned slowly down gripping Blake’s ass and tilting him way up. “Ahhhh, yessss…” Blake hissed and fisted his hands in Rob’s hair again as the man’s lips and tongue made their way down his cock, cupped his balls in one hand and fisting his shaft with the other as he buried his face underneath Blake’s tight sack, licking along the soft line of flesh between them and his now achingly empty ass. He lifted his hips higher, felt the press of Rob’s tongue all over him, then the lovely sensation of penetration, as Rob stuck a wet finger inside him, reaching high straight for his gland as he shifted, put his mouth back over Blake’s swollen head.


  “God!” Blake grunted, pumped his hips and filled Rob’s mouth as the man stroked his gland, forcing the most intense possible orgasm. He kept coming and coming, his hips jerking and thrusting as his vision dimmed, then brightened. Rob groaned, slipped his finger from Blake’s body and fell down beside him, wiping his wet lips with the back of his hand. Blake shuddered, trembled with cold and residual lust as Rob made his way to the bathroom, washed his hands and returned.


  Blake smiled at the sight. His man, this blonde, amazing god with the talented lips, tongue and cock. His man. He sighed, rolled over and moved to the edge of the bed, raising his hips and looking over his shoulder. “Fuck me Rob. I know you want it. Show me.” Rob ran a hand over Blake’s hip, his ass, leaned in to press his hot shaft against the cleft of Blake’s body. Blake shifted back. “Now, baby.” He whispered, gasping when warm lube spilled over his ass and Rob worked his finger back inside, stretching him, prepping him for Rob’s wide girth. His cock twitched again, hardened as his brain shut down and he gave into the amazing, glorious feel of Rob, fucking him, hard. So hard they shifted the bed nearly across the room.


  At the last minute, realizing Rob was close to release he looked around, stared straight at the man clutching his hips. “I love you.” He whispered. Rob narrowed his eyes, then went over the edge, digging his fingers into Blake’s flesh, pumping him full, his strong, beautiful body clenched tight. Blake gripped his cock, the sensation of Rob’s shaft reaching his gland again, making him cover his belly with cum. Wincing a little as Rob pulled out, he flopped over on his back and watched as Rob stared at him, chest heaving, hands on his hips.


  “I heard what you said,” he said, something like anger in his voice. “Don’t do it again.” Blake frowned at him. “Not…,” Rob held up a hand indicating he should stay put. “Not until you really mean it.” Then he stalked into the bathroom and Blake heard the sorry European excuse for a shower start pattering into the tub. He sighed and rolled onto his side, pulling the blanket over his nakedness. A quick nap hovered, thanks to the back to back orgasms. As he eased into a light sleep, he smiled, and clutched a pillow to his chest.


  


  Chapter Four


   


  Rob’s chest hurt, his shoulders ached, his lips were swollen and approached chapped, his hips and ass were sore. But he’d never felt better in his entire life. Propping his feet up on the table, he found his phone and watched Blake sleep before placing the promised call to Ann Arbor. He ran a hand through his wet hair. He was head over heels in love with that kid and he knew it. But his usual flight instinct was not kicking in like it usually did. Like it had with René. And with Kyle. For the first time in his adult life, he wanted to confide in someone. To tell him about the cancer, to unload some of the daily anxiety he hauled around with him. Well, for the first time since his friend, Jack.


  Blake mumbled something, rolled over, threw his arm over his face. Rob realized how lightly the man slept, but believed he was getting somewhat calmer here in the vacation. Or, at least he hoped. He stood, tugged the duvet up over Blake’s near perfect body, smiling when the other man kept muttering to himself.


  Rob zipped up his jeans and flopped back into the chair, turned on his phone and stared at it a minute. As if conjured, the thing buzzed and Jack’s name appeared on the screen. Rob chuckled. “Yo, asshole. You’re scaring the natives again. Where ya been?”


  His friend’s voice sounded even further away than the miles would justify.  “Working my sweet ass off, my friend. I’d say the question is better: where the hell are you?”


  “I’m in Paris. On a vacation of sorts.” Rob draped his legs over the chair’s leg. “Damn it’s good to hear your voice.”


  Jack laughed. “I won’t be your boyfriend.”


  “I wouldn’t touch you with someone else’s cock.”


  “Just so we’re clear.”


  Rob laughed. “Look man, Kyle and Suze and the gang are calling me. On my vacation. Trying to track you down. In Ann Arbor. What the hell?”


  Jack’s deep sigh was worthy of a teenager. Rob could picture him, running a hand down his face and around the back of his neck as he always did when uncomfortable. “Working. I told you. Kicking ass, taking names. Making more money than you ever thought about, I can assure you.”


  “Huh. Well, do me a favor and contact the local contingent so they know you’re alive.”


  “Fine. Jesus. Didn’t know I had to check in with them. Whatever.”


  “Look, Jack, I know how hard it was to lose your dad the way you did. And that whole mess with Suzanne…”


  “Oh, fuck that man. I’m fine. Don’t psychoanalyze me.”


  “There isn’t enough psychoanalysis in the world for you.”


  “I’m normal. You’re the fucked up one. Hey, get this. I banged the hottest chick the other day.”


  “What else is new?” Rob was starting to see what Kyle and Evan were worried about now.


  “No, no, man listen. We are in the damn closing room. She and her husband are my sellers, unloading a two million dollar Barton Hills house for a condo, I’m walking out of there with nearly six bills. On my a-fucking game. I look down and her hand is creeping up my thigh. Under the table. With her old man across the way from us. I tell you, man I’m getting more pussy right now than is probably healthy, or fair, for all you regular losers.” 


  Rob laughed in spite of himself. The guy would never change. He wondered if he would even settle down someday, find anyone who would put up with him for very long. “Yeah, and, what? You tossed her up on the table and put it to her while her old man watched?”


  “Nearly. I got up to take a call, wandered back into an empty office, turn around and there she is, wet and ready. I tell you my friend. I can’t walk for tripping over willing women.”


  “And that is different from usual because…?”


  “Oh hell I don’t know. I’m not going to club anymore. Got a little sick of that scene. I bought a house, working on a major reno, plus I’ve got a sweet long-term downtown development idea.”


  “Well, sounds like things are good for you my friend. I’m glad to hear it.”


  “And you? How’s Chicago? How’s life?”


  “Oh,” Rob glanced over at Blake who’d managed to fling the cover off again and had tossed and turned himself half hanging off the bed. Rob stood, stuck the man’s bare legs back on the bed and covered him up once more. “Life is pretty good right now.”


  “I’m calling for a reason you know. I’ve got a business proposition for you.”


  “Really.” He sat, put a hand on Blake’s cheek, willed the man to settle down. He smiled as Blake’s breathing evening out and his stiff jaw relaxed under Rob’s touch. “I’m listening.”


  “There is a great location on the corner of Liberty and Division, smack middle of downtown coming up empty once the deadbeat restaurateur gets his shit out of there in another month or so. I’m buying the building.”


  “Wow. You can buy a downtown building?”


  “Told you man. Kicking ass. So, what I think is that you get yourself back to A-squared, let’s open a brew pub.”


  “Hold on, you want to compete with Evan and Suzanne?” Rob stood, started pacing, his brain already spinning with possibilities.


  “No, no, I’ve already talked with him about it. Different concept. Brew Pub. No bottling, no wholesaling, a straight up gastro pub with a semi-famous chef…”


  “Fuck you, I’m for real famous.”


  “Exactly. So?”


  “What about the ‘brew’ part? You find a brew house for me? Fermenters? License? And someone to run that shit? Jesus Jack. I wish you hadn’t called me.”


  “I knew you’d love it. Listen, Frietag, I will charge you a dollar a month rent, just write me in as a silent partner. I know you can make it work. You find a brewer, all the brew equipment. You’ve still got cash in the bank I know you do, Scrooge.”


  Rob ran a hand down his face, his pulse racing. “Well, I might know a guy for the brew side...”


  “Yeah, I thought you did.”


  “But I want him in as partner.”


  “Is he any good?”


  Rob looked over at the bed. Blake had burrowed under the pillows, and the cover had slipped and revealed a luscious ass cheek. “Ask Evan. He’d know.”


  “Dude. That guy? Really?”


  “I won’t do it unless it’s with him. He is the absolute best.”


  “At what? Sucking your cock?”


  “Yeah, that too. I’m telling you, ask your buddy at Big House. He can tell you if Blake is any good or not.”


  Jack laughed and when he returned to the phone his voice was a little tight. “I’m glad you found somebody man. I hope it works out for you. Even if it is way closer to home than may be comfortable for some people.”


  “Frankly Jack, I don’t know if it will. But even if we don’t work out he is hands down the best brewer in the state, if not the region. You want him.”


  “My man.” Jack’s voice warmed again, making Rob smile. “Okay, I trust you on this. Will he jump? Isn’t he next in line out at Foundation in Grand Rapids?”


  “Maybe.” Rob sat on the edge of the bed, stared at the young man another minute. “Give me a few days.” He put a hand on Blake’s exposed hip, making him stir again, flip over and crack a huge yawn. “Talk soon, my friend. Thanks.”


   


  ****


   


  The room pulsed with sweaty bodies and music. Rob was tired, but Blake had wanted to hit this club and he was finding that what made Blake happy did the same for him. He lifted his glass as Blake looked over at him, and then was swallowed up by the undulating crowd. Attractive men, women and everything in between moved as one body and he tried to repress a surge of jealousy as hands groped all over Blake’s form. The guy looked damn good, in dark denim jeans, bright white shirt that hugged his strong frame like a sexy glove. “Hey, handsome.” A lovely female with long black hair slid in alongside him leaning on the rail, mirroring his stance. She held out her beer bottle, and Rob touched his to it. The soft heat of her very exposed skin made his body snap to attention. He shot her a glance that would speak volumes, if she were receptive.


  She turned, leaned against the rail and let her hair tumble down her back, the incredible perfection of her breasts clearly exposed to his gaze. Yeah, he thought, she will do very well. He moved closer, touched the top of her cleavage, pleased at the quick pebbling of her skin. She smiled at him, stepped close and cupped his hardening cock. “Mmmm….” She sighed, covered his lips, probed with her small tongue. The soft curves of her fit nicely against him, but he opened his eyes and spotted Blake sandwiched between a couple of lovely women. He broke the kiss, cupped the girl’s chin, his brain a whirl of possibility and his whole body zinging with desire.


  “Hey,” he whispered close to her ear. “You up for some fun tonight?”


  “Mai oui,” she bit his earlobe, making him shiver. Putting his hands on her bare arms, he held her back a minute, shoving down the sudden urge to yank her into the back room and fuck her silly. 


  “Okay. You game for two of us.” He ran his finger down her neck, across the tops of her breasts.


  “Depends. The other one look like you?” She licked her plump lips, took a step into him and covered his zipper again with her hand. He let himself enjoy it a half a second, then smiled, turned her around, pointed over her bare shoulder at Blake, still stuck between the two supermodels, writhing in time to the pounding techno music. She sucked in a breath. “Really?” Rob leaned in, kissed her neck, ran a hand up her thigh, found her as pantiless as he figured she’d be. She kept her back to him, arched into him a little, her breath coming in small gasps as he licked his way up her neck and slipped a finger between her wet waiting thighs.


  “Really.” He pressed his cock against her leg, relished the soft wet folds at his fingertips. Her clit pulsed under his touch and she moaned when he gave it just the right amount of pressure and speed. “Come for me, ma petite.” She stiffened, put a hand over her mouth. Rob smiled as her pussy spasmed against his palm. “Oui, just like that.” He bit down on her shoulder, slid his fingers from between her legs and sucked them into his mouth as she gripped the rail, still gasping for breath. He cupped the back of her neck, tugged her close, kissed her hard, fast, then released her and pointed her out onto the dance floor. “Now,” he cupped a breast, ran his thumb over the peaking nipple. “That’s him. Go, dance, seduce. I’ll be watching.”


  She smiled, grabbed his hand and sucked the fingers he’d just used to bring her to orgasm in this room full of people into her small, pert mouth. Then bit his fingertips and released him before sashaying out onto the dance floor, leaving him standing, his brain humming with anticipation.


  Over the next half hour or so she delivered, in spades, inserting herself between Blake and one of the chicks dripping off him with ease, wrapping herself around him pulling him close, whispering in his ear. Rob leaned on the rail and watched, mesmerized as Blake laughed, danced, and let the girl tease, touch and dirty dance with him. His cock ached, trapped behind his zipper. He grabbed another beer from a passing tray, and then caught the two of them in an incredible kiss, Blake’s hands roaming all over her half-dressed body. Just as Rob started to cut it short, not sure if he could handle sharing at that point, Blake opened his eyes and stared straight at Rob. He broke the kiss, turned the girl around and danced more, grinding into her from behind. Rob lifted his beer bottle as Blake reached around and cupped a breast, leaned down to lick her neck. Rob smiled, relaxed, and let himself be calmed. Blake wanted this. So, he did too.


  He put his fingers to lips again, tasting her, finished the beer, then stalked out onto the floor, entered the fray and broke a solid sweat sandwiching the girl between them, sneaking kisses with Blake over her head. At one point the girl, Juliet, reached up and grabbed his neck, laid a kiss on him that made him breathless. “You guys are hot as shit. We gonna do this, or what?” He nodded, grabbed her hand and Blake’s and pulled them out into the warm Parisian night.


   


   


  They fell into the room, tangled up in each other, arms, legs, lips, hands all over the place. Rob pulled away, stepped back. Juliet let go of Blake, slipped the silky excuse for a dress off her shoulders, exposing the exquisite perfection of her body to them both. Blake wrapped his arms around her, kissed her neck as she leaned back into him, his hands cupping both breasts.  Rob sat, poured a glass of champagne for himself, unzipped his jeans and fisted his aching shaft. He nodded to Blake.


  “Fuck her baby. I wanna watch.” Juliet opened her eyes, took a step over to him and leaned on his knees.


  “But I want this,” she nodded to his cock, “in my mouth while he fucks me.” He groaned and watched as she slid her lips over it, sucked hard, then swallowed him all the way down. He grabbed her hair, slid his fingers though its dark spun silk while Blake grabbed her hips, positioned his now condom clad cock then thrust into her, keeping his eyes on Rob’s. The orgasm gripped him hard, made Rob cry out, his hips bucking and pumping against her. Blake reached over her shoulder, held out a hand and Rob grabbed it, threaded their fingers together a moment.


  Rob gasped, realizing he’d yelled Blake’s name when he came. Juliet propped her hands on the chair arm, arched her back and let Blake pound into her. Rob smiled at her, kissed her lips and slid his fingers down to her hard clit, rubbed and teased dropping down to suck one of her nipples into his mouth. “Ah, oui, oui, oui!” she yelped, and coated his hand just as Blake grunted and gave a last thrust.  Rob smiled, licked his way up her neck, to her lips, capturing them as Blake finished. Blake leaned down over her slim back, and met Rob’s lips over the girl’s shoulder.


  “Thank you,” Blake whispered, between kisses, then slipped out of her and made his wobbly way to the bathroom. Juliet stood, stretched, and fell back onto the bed, propping a foot on the bed and giving Rob a lovely show of her amazing pink sex. He tugged her to her feet, offered her a drink of champagne, and then took a drink from the neck of the bottle. Blake wandered back in, that adorable, goofy, post-orgasm look on his perfect face.  Rob grabbed his hair and shoved his tongue into the other man’s mouth, needing to transmit how he felt with his lips and tongue, needing Blake to understand how deeply he needed him.


  “My love,” Blake whispered, as Rob released his lips and put the champagne bottle to them, letting the expensive French bubbly leak down the sides of his mouth.  Juliet wrapped her arms around them both.


  “You guys are so fucking hot.” She giggled, nuzzling into first Blake’s then Rob’s torsos. “Come on, let’s get in the bed.”


  Blake raised an eyebrow at Rob. “You game?”


  “I was born game,” he lifted Juliet up and dropped her on the bed, then dove between her legs.


   


  The next morning, Blake groaned, rolled and found himself caught up in multiple arms, legs, breasts and asses. He disentangled himself, stumbled to the bathroom, emptied his bladder and stared at himself in the mirror. The ménage had been accomplished, no less than three times, and in pretty much every configuration he could imagine. But it was over and what he wanted more than anything was for the girl to go and leave him and Rob alone.


  He splashed water on his face, brushed his teeth, pulled on some jeans and slipped out onto the tiny balcony, watching the last morning of his Paris vacation emerge below him. After a while, he sighed, and closed his eyes, letting the cool morning breeze ease his now crazed and heated thoughts. Rob. Damn. The man was fucking amazing. It terrified him. Complete nauseating terror enveloped him. His heart pounded, breath caught in his throat, his vision dimmed from the outer edges. He hadn’t had a panic attack in years, but he still remembered it for what it was.


  A hand on his shoulder made him jump. “Hey, relax.” Rob kissed the top of his head, slid into the small chair next to him. “Coffee?”


  “Where’s…” Blake kept his eyes trained on the street, unwilling to look at the man who had rescued him once, then again, then plucked him up and spirited him here, and turned his life inside out again. 


  “She’s gone. Had to get to work.” Rob smiled, as Blake made the mistake of looking at him. His heart nearly stopped; he knew then what he had to do.


  But, Rob surprised him, and Blake would later look back on the moment on the cramped balcony as a turning point. “So, I have a proposal for you.”


  Blake sipped the strong espresso. “Well, gee honey, this is sort of sudden.” He gulped to cover the anxiety coursing through him over how much he wanted to hear the words “Live with me. Never leave me,” come from Rob’s mouth.


  “No, no, not that.” Rob sat back, crossed his ankles out in front of him. “I mean, well, not yet.” He put a hand on Blake’s arm. “Please just relax Blake. I’m not gonna bite you.”


  Blake forced himself to be calm, to listen to Rob’s soothing voice and not run back into the room and away from the intensity of his feelings. He nodded.


  “So, my friend Jack, Jack Gordon, I think you know him from, um, you know, he’s a friend of Suzanne’s too.” Blake nodded again, remembering how close he’d come to punching that know-it-all asshole in the face in a hospital hallway. “He’s found a prime location for a brew pub. He’s gonna buy the building, give me a token rent in exchange for a silent partnership.”


  “Hold on,” Blake shook his head as if to clear it. “Since when do you want to open a brew pub?” A strange sense of rightness settled over him, but he resisted it. He’d wanted something this badly once before in his life, a few years ago. Her name was Suzanne, and that had nearly killed him.


  “Since always. I’ve always wanted my own place. It’s a perfect moment.” He grabbed Blake’s hand, startling him. “I want you to do it with me, Blake. Be the brewer. I’ll do the kitchen. We can do this.” The look in his eyes was pure, raw need. Blake stood, walked back into the room. His throat tightened at images of them together, at work, at home. Together. He propped his hands on the wall.


  “I’m going for a run.” He slipped into shorts, a t-shirt and pulled his shoes on. “Need to think.”


   


   


  Their flight back was overnight so they could sleep. Blake stared out the window into the inky black sky, his hand clasped in Rob’s under the blanket as the man slept like the dead next to him. He wanted it, this, so god damned badly he could taste it. Rob’s hand squeezed his. Blake looked over and met Rob’s eyes. “It’s okay.” Rob whispered. “Think about it. Just promise me that.” Blake nodded, as he pulled Rob’s hand to his lips and kissed it before releasing him and settling back, pretending to sleep.


  They grabbed luggage, made their way out into the bright sunlight of a new day in Chicago. Blake’s throat had closed up. He knew he wouldn’t be doing it. He couldn’t. He had to cut this whole thing off now, before he fell any deeper. Swallowing hard, he put a hand on Rob’s arm as they started down the sidewalk toward the parking lot shuttle. “Hey.” He said, smiling, shoving his hands in his pockets. His ears rang with exhaustion and the onset of the heartbreak he was about to bestow. “I, um, am flattered and all but I really don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I’ll ever go back to Ann Arbor.”


  Rob frowned, and Blake wanted to hold him close, to kiss away the pain starting to edge into his eyes. “Please, don’t get me wrong Rob. I had a great time. I needed this break. It was…amazing.” He sighed. “But we, I mean, you and me, it’s not gonna work.” Rob lifted his chin, clenched his jaw, set his face in hard lines.


  “So, thanks for the vacation Rob, so long? That’s what you’re saying to me?”


  Blake shrugged, held up a hand for the shuttle bus, his heart cracking into a million pieces. It had to be this way. Rob grabbed his bicep, then let go of him. Blake closed his eyes. When he opened them, Rob was gone.


    


  ****



   


  One Month Later


  Blake stared blearily at the man beside him at the bar. He’d managed to down three strong whiskeys in the last hour and a half after a long exhausting day at the brewery. He was about to get promoted; he knew it. He had not spoken a word to Rob since they’d parted ways at the airport. It was killing him. It was somehow even harder than the Suzanne thing. Deep down he'd known Suzanne was an infatuation; an obsession, which the caretaker in him had been drawn to.  But the deeper feelings he had for Rob told a different story. He didn’t have a single compulsion to fix, or take care of him. He only knew that every day that went by that he couldn’t be with him, he was miserable.  He yearned for him, which is why he had stayed away. He would not open himself to hurt again.


  “So,” The guy put a hand on his leg, slid it up until Blake shifted away as he sipped the brown liquor, furious with himself for agreeing to this date. He wanted no part of anyone but the tall, blond man with the chocolate brown eyes who haunted his dreams.


  “Yeah,” Blake stood, threw some cash down on the bar and pulled the not-bad-looking guy to his feet, planting a kiss on him that he used to drown out the images of Rob that kept invading his head. The guy groaned into his mouth, grabbed his ass and pressed an unmistakably rigid cock against Blake’s, which was struggling to rise to the occasion. They groped around a little, then Blake broke away, disgusted with himself.


  “Where can we go?” The man propped his hands on either side of Blake’s head, nipped at his lower lip. Blake felt himself responding, as he imagined the man he loved, tall, imposing, clever, and always calming.


  “My place. Let’s go.”


   


   


  Within minutes, Blake knew there was no way he was going to go through with this bullshit charade. For the last month he’d tossed, turned, stewed, steamed, self-justified himself into a frenzy. His head ached, he pounded gallons of caffeine, didn’t eat enough and was generally despondent. He sighed as the guy sucked his cock, tried to summon the necessary energy to enjoy it. Finally, he tugged him up to his feet, kissed him gently and pulled his pants back up.


  Something slipped into place then as he cupped the man’s chin and smiled.  “Sorry. I, um, I need to go.”


  “Go? This is your place.” The guy frowned.


  “No. It’s not. My place is in Ann Arbor.”


  He threw some stuff into the still half-unpacked suitcase from the French vacation, his heart singing with relief. Rob. A small flurry of panic tickled the edge of his brain. What if Rob didn’t want him anymore? He had maintained strict silence for a month. Blake shook his head. He’d convince him. He had to. He was ready to start his life again.


   


  **** 


   


  The three-hour late night drive invigorated him, with all the windows rolled down, music blaring in his ears. He sipped a couple of Red Bulls, tossed the cans down into the floorboards, sang at the top of his lungs for a while. Then settled into a calm mini hypnosis, picturing Rob’s face. Hoping against hope that the man wouldn’t reject him.


  It was nearly four a.m. by the time he pulled into the driveway of Rob’s small Cape Cod style house on Ann Arbor’s west side, on a street not far from where he had grown up. He got out, stretched, smiled at the sight of soccer balls rolling around on the front porch. He took a deep breath, raised his fist to knock, then stepped back when the door flew open to reveal the man he loved, clad only in a pair of shorts. They stood, staring at each other a solid minute, the creaking of crickets and the far sound of a train whistle the only noise between them. Rob put his hands on his hips.


  Blake stepped into the room, clutched the man close, poised lips over his. His eyes burned, his chest ached. He was so fucking exhausted, but he was already relaxing, taking in huge breaths of Rob’s familiar scent. Letting his presence ease him as it always did. He put a finger up, traced the man’s lips. Rob’s brown eyes glistened.


  “Yes. I will.” Blake whispered. “I love you.”


   


  Rob kissed him, and Blake remembered nothing else.


  


  Chapter Five


   


  Three Months Later


  Rob sat on the floor of the gigantic empty space, dangling a beer bottle between two fingers, feet propped up on an empty crate beside his friend Jack. “So. About this rent thing.” Jack chuckled, grabbed another bottle and popped the cap, took the dollar bill Rob handed him. “Already not a deadbeat tenant. I like it.”


  Rob smiled at his friend. He jumped and grabbed his phone when it buzzed. Blake had been in Colorado for over a week already, scoping out used brewery equipment. Rob was nearly mad with loneliness and lust. “Hey,” he couldn’t help the huge goofy smile he felt spread over his face. He glanced over at Jack, still clad in his expensive suit, collar and tie loosened, feet sprawled out in front of him. Blake’s deep, rough voice curled around in his head like fog.


  “Hey, I found what we need, but the deal comes with a bunch of extraneous shit we don’t need like a pilot system.”


  “I told you. You make the call, within the budget we set.”


  “Okay. I think I’ve found it then. A sweet ten-barrel brew house, five fermenters, five storage tanks. Maybe overkill, but…” the excitement in his voice made Rob’s smile even wider.


  “God, I miss you.” Rob leaned his head back against the expanse of glass suddenly overwhelmed by the entire concept of this project, but wanting nothing more than Blake, there, with him.


  “Really.” Blake’s voice sounded a little thin, stressed.


  “Yes, really. You okay?”


  “Yeah, just got off the phone with my sister. My parents are being assholes to her. She’s freaking out over some new guy she just started dating. You know how she gets.”


  One of the most endearing things about this man he’d come to love was his devotion to his family—to his sister, most especially. Their tall, fair-haired, green-eyed good looks were striking, as were their similar, high-strung personalities. Rob loved how much of a rock Blake was for Sara. Somehow, though, Rob sensed he would ultimately be the foundation for them all.


  He winced as a familiar small voice spoke in his head, one he’d relegated to the trash bin in his attempt to convince himself that he truly loved Blake. That he wanted a relationship. It snuck in, and Rob put a shaking hand over his eyes as it hatefully reminded him he might not be around for the long haul.


  He got to his feet and wandered into the cavernous space that he had to transform into something resembling a profitable business. Like, soon. “Want me to call her? Get her some food?”  Sara was notorious for not eating, too lazy to fix herself much more than cereal most nights, and so deep into her new career as a real estate agent, she worked crazy hours. She was cool, if a tad self-centered, but Rob liked her and was happy to help her out.


  “Yeah, maybe. Do you mind?”


  “No of course not. I’m standing in your future brewery by the way.” He ran a hand over the rough walls, noting already how cramped it was going to be back here if Blake bought all those fermenters, not caring at all, as long as it meant Blake got back to Michigan, fast.


  “Sweet. What’s the electric load like? Drains? Water supply?”


  Rob laughed and put his forehead against the wall, his need to have Blake beside him so intense it hurt. “My love, that is all your issue when you get back. I have my own problems in the kitchen already.”


  “So, it is for real then. This whole thing?” Blake’s voice had a catch in it. Rob knew what he meant.


  “Yes Blake. It is very, very real. Now hurry and get your sweet ass home. I miss you. I’m hornier than a sailor on shore leave.” He started back out into the larger space that he had to fill with tables, chair, bar, lights, televisions, decent bathrooms, and…he closed his eyes. “I need you here.”


  “Tomorrow afternoon once I get the shipping arrangements made for the brewery equipment.” The silence stretched out some, but remained comfortable. Rob let himself relax inside it a minute before speaking.


  “We did it. The sign is ordered. I’m ordering all the tables and chairs and meeting the carpenter to start the bar tomorrow. And now I am terrified.”


  “You? Terrified?” Blake chuckled, making Rob’s skin pebble. “Now that’s a first.”


  “No,” he whispered, and then rallied. That was a conversation he was not ready to have with Blake. Not yet.  “I’ll call your hapless sister, get her some food tonight. Who is the lucky dude she’s dating anyway?”


  “Some guy named Adam. I don’t know. She won’t say much more.”


  “I’ll feed her dinner anyway; see what I can pry out of her.” He stopped, watched as Jack laughed into his own phone, his elbows propped on expensive wool-clad knees. The guy was on a roll no doubt, but to where, Rob was starting to wonder. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”


  “Rob?” He stopped, finger hovering over the “end call” icon on his phone screen as Blake kept talking. “Um, I just was wondering something.”


  “Yeah?” His heart pounded, nearly choking him. He had no idea why.


  “I thought I’d find a place, you know, uh, somewhere else so I’m not imposing on you.”


  Rob sighed. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.”


  “Well, I mean….”


  Rob swallowed a sudden knot of fear-tinged nausea. He needed to see Blake so badly right now his whole body hummed with the residual urge to jump on a plane and meet him halfway between Michigan and Colorado. “Blake, when you showed up at my door at four in the morning I took your “yes” for more than an answer to “will you run a business with me,” okay? I don’t take this kind of shit lightly. I’ve given up on more relationships than I care to mention. Now I know why. I was saving myself for you. Now go on, get some sleep. Because I plan on keeping you awake for at least two days straight when you get back. We clear?”


  Rob clenched his fists for a minute; then relaxed, knowing Blake would feel his stress through the phone lines. A strange vision wafted through his brain at that moment , so clearly he had to suppress a gasp. A small, hand-made raft, covered in hop flowers, sailing into a Lake Michigan sunset filled his consciousness, along with a chest-crushing, mind-numbing agony. He shivered.  “Good night. I love you.” He hit the end button.


  “Yo, dude, we gonna eat or what?” Jack’s voice drifted, brought him back to reality. He shook his head, looked up and saw his friend’s deep blue eyes full of concern watching him from the doorway.  “You good? Still C-free?”


  Rob swallowed, realized he really did owe Blake a long conversation about that particular subject. “Yep. I only have to check with the witch doctors once a year now.” 


  Half an hour later, Jack leaned back against the window and threw his napkin down on his empty plate. “Damn son, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me with this food. Holy shit. Cooking school money well spent, I’d say.” Rob tossed the remnants of the curried chicken salad, homemade croissants, cold Vietnamese spring rolls and fudge brownies back in the cooler.


  “Shit, Gordon, the more stories I hear from you the further away I think I should sit. Don’t know what I might catch.” Rob gave him a sidelong glance. His friend’s profile was sharp, cheekbones prominent as usual, but his eyes were distant. “Yo, Gordon,” Rob snapped fingers in front of his face. Jack sighed, and looked at him.


  “Yeah. Sorry. Food coma. Or something.”


  Rob slipped the cooler lid back in place and groaned, patting his stomach. “Yeah, I hear that.”  They sat in companionable silence a few minutes. Jack spoke first.


  “I’m happy for you Rob. Seriously. I think you have something great going here,” he waved his almost empty beer bottle around.


  “Thanks to you,” Rob reminded him.


  “Well, whatever. But, you know what I mean.”


  “Yeah. I think I do. It’s been a long time coming. Scares the living shit out of me, I won’t kid you. But when I realized not having him in my life would be scarier, well…” He shrugged.


  “You’re lucky.” Jack’s voice made Rob do a double take.


  “Well, your time will come,” he patted his friend’s knee, hauled himself to his feet, held out a hand to assist Jack up. “I’m sure of it. I mean, if you can stay out of the secretary slash agent slash client panties long enough to find somebody.”


  Jack chuckled, ran a hand through his hair. “I know. I know. Man whore, that’s me.” He glanced at his phone. “Excuse me a sec.” Then wandered into the back room while Rob finished packing up their picnic. He heard words like “Hey babe.” And “Yeah me too,” plus the Gordon classic: “Now baby, you know I don’t make commitments that far ahead.” He shook his head, shoved a small whisper of worry about his friend away. Jack would figure it out, one of these days. God help the woman who turned him. Or maybe he should say, god help Jack when he fell hard for any woman that could turn him.


  “So, does he know?” Rob looked around; saw Jack leaning in the doorway.


  “No.” He knew what his friend meant.


  “Is that wise?”


  “No.” Rob sighed and rolled his shoulders out. “I don’t know how to bring it up.”


  “The longer you go, the harder it will be you know.”


  “I know. C’mon, let’s go have a real drink.” Rob realized his own deflection but Jack got the message and dropped the subject.


  


  Chapter Six


   


  Two Years Later


  Blake looked up from his brewing logbook and stared at Rob. His perfect deep brown eyes had become so familiar, so reassuring, it was as if their giant fight the night before had never happened. But it had, of course. “What?” He kept his voice gruff. They were coming up on their second anniversary of opening the wildly successful brew pub The Local, and of their commitment to each other.


  For some reason, last night, Rob had been testy, bitten his head off at least twice and Blake had risen to the bait. They argued about everything under the sun, but the bottom line was, Blake felt shut out of something he couldn’t name. That, in and of itself, was frustrating him beyond belief. He knew his man now, and knew damn good and well there was something he shared with others in his life, but couldn't, or wouldn't, share with Blake.


  “I’ll be in late.” Rob bustled around the brewery; then started for the door. “Remember?”


  “Yeah, I remember.” Blake’s head buzzed with jealousy. Silly, trite, unnecessary jealousy. But it made him see red nonetheless.  “Have fun with your friend.”


  “I will.”


  Blake blew out a breath, tossed the binder aside and stepped in front of his lover, propping an arm across the doorway blocking his exit. Rob stared at it, then at him. “Excuse me, please.”


  “No. I won’t. Not until we clear the air a little.”  Blake’s heart pounded. He’d been dealing with his sister’s stress and drama so much in the last year or so he knew it had distracted him. But Rob and Sara got along great and Rob was just as concerned about her.  He narrowed his eyes, tried to keep from just kissing the guy before telling him to go, have a great time.


  “Fine. Clear it.” Rob stepped back, crossed his arms over his chest.


  “I don’t begrudge you time with your friends. But…”


  “But you don’t like Jack. I get it Blake. I know you have a strange history with the guy. But he is my friend from way back and we have a bit of a tradition.”


  Blake ran a hand down his face, then reached out and cupped Rob’s chin. The sight of his lover’s relieved smile nearly made him collapse with relief.  “I don’t give a shit about him, Rob. Seriously. I just… okay, fine, I don’t like him, but he’s your friend. It’s not like you have that much to say about him that makes him sound like such a great guy.”


  Rob looked up at the ceiling then back at Blake. “I know. I’m sorry. He’s… unique. But he’s a good friend of mine.”


  “So go.” Blake reached up, gripped Rob’s neck and tugged him close. “Have fun. No worries. I am gonna take some food over to Sara anyway.”


  Rob smiled, kissed him, and then headed out. “Wait up for me?”


  Blake waved. “Always.”


   


   


  Rob stared into the dark depths of his beer. “Hey man, you with me?” Jack smacked his shoulder, jarring him out of his funk.


  “Yeah. Yeah, sorry.” He sucked back half the brew, set the glass down and smiled at his friend.


  “So, the big C averted one more year, eh?” Jack raised his glass. “Congrats.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.” He touched his glass to Jack’s. Something was bugging him, and he knew exactly what it was. “I, uh, still haven’t told him yet.”


  Jack leaned into the bar, staring at the hot girl with huge tits pouring drinks. “Huh. That’s a pretty major detail about yourself you’re leaving out, isn’t it?” He motioned for the girl, flashed his million-dollar smile and Rob watched her simper over, and give them both a lovely cleavage shot. 


  Jack flirted a few minutes. Rob ignored them, sunk his own mire of self-flagellation. He pictured how he could start the conversation, and then gave up. Jack’s next words made him choke. “I’ve met somebody.” The man pounded Rob’s back until he got control of himself.   “I mean, well, ‘met’ is a tame word. Let’s say I have hooked up with the most amazing chick on two planets in the last few weeks. Twice. And I’m, um, well…” he passed a hand through his hair.


  Rob stared at him, then laughed so hard he nearly choked again on his own spit.  “Fucking-A. Finally!” He watched Jack’s face pass from irritation to a sort of goofy resignation.  “Damn, son. Tell me more.”


  “Ah, yeah, well, she’s … um… an agent, with Stewart’s. Younger than me by a few. I knew of her, but never knew her until we had to work out a deal together…a tough one.” Jack sipped, amazingly nervous, Rob noted. Then something clicked in his brain. Something Blake had said about Sara a few nights ago. He gripped his pint, tried to be casual and let Jack continue.  “Well, I, you know, did my usual thing. We christened her office. I figured, okay, one and done on that. But, I ah… oh shit. I don’t know. She’s amazing. I can’t stop thinking about her. She’s a god damned, sarcastic, high-maintenance bitch I’m sensing, but…”


  Rob gulped his second beer and motioned for another. His brain refused to process what was about to happen.


  “So I paid her a visit at her open house a week ago. Now? Shit, man, I am hooked.” Jack stared straight ahead. Rob’s head pounded in time with his heart.


  “She have a name, this goddess?”


  Please don’t be Sara…please don’t be Sara…please…


  “Sara.”


  Oh. Fuck.


  Rob stared at his friend, as the sheer improbability of his life coursed through him. Blake was going to have kittens.  Then, he would kill one of Rob's oldest friends. He put a hand on Jack’s shoulder.  “We have to talk.”


   


   


  Rob fumbled with his phone in the back of the taxi, trying to find Sara’s number.


  “Hello?” She sounded muffled, as if coming up from sleep, but Rob knew she was just as light a sleeper as her brother. They were both nearly impossible to wake in the morning as if they had only just achieved real rest. But it took them forever to settle down to get to that point.


  “Hey gorgeous. Sorry to wake you.”


  “No, no, it’s fine. What’s up? Blake okay?”


  “Yeah honey, he’s fine. Listen, I need to ask you something. And I require complete honesty.”


  “Um sure.” More rustling noises as she sat up. “What?”


  “I understand that you have been seeing my friend Jack. Jack Gordon.”


  She gasped; then got control of herself. “Yeah, I know him. He’s an agent with my company. What about him?”


  Rob sighed. “Honesty, remember?”


  She sucked in a breath and her voice was shaky enough from that point on to convince Rob of what he already knew: that two of the most impossible people in his universe had found each other. While part of him acknowledged it as a near perfect match, he realized that the calm happiness of his life as he knew it was over; or at least radically changed.


   


  **** 


   


  Three Weeks Later


  Rob glared at his lover, unable to form words through the haze of fury roiling through his brain. The last weeks had been one long nightmare of revelation, non-stop argument and frustration. This latest little tidbit was the last fucking straw. “You want to do what?”


  Blake sat, unblinking, jaw set. Rob suppressed the urge to bite the guy’s head off, or grab him and fuck themselves into oblivion. He took a breath. Then spoke again. “Blake. We don’t need this. It’s not in the budget, or the plans or anything we wanted. It’s…”


  Blake stood, shoved his hands in his pockets. “You mean it’s not what you wanted.”


  Rob ran a hand through his hair and tried hard not to rise to the bait. All they’d done for nearly a month was fight, mostly over Sara and Jack. He was fucking sick of it. It had all started at Blake’s lake house, when Sara had finally admitted she and Jack were messing around. At this point he could fucking throttle Gordon himself for even going near Sara. Although a part of him realized that of all women on the planet, she was one who could likely make a near-honest man out of his old friend.


  “No, it’s not what I wanted Blake. Sorry. I thought we wanted the same thing. Jesus. Excuse the hell out of me for thinking that, I guess.”


  Blake kept staring out the window. Rob had to clench his fist to stop from running a hand down this man’s jaw, to get him to relax, to stop grinding his teeth. Blake hadn’t been sleeping at all, was losing weight from worrying about his sister and her convoluted relationship with Jack. Rob had never felt so torn in his life. His natural tendencies to defuse, calm and soothe were sorely tried those past few weeks, even though he had never felt closer to Blake.


  “Look, I just think we should consider… I don’t know, the legacy of this place,” Blake waved a hand around. His shirt clung to his body in a way that brought chills to Rob’s spine. They hadn’t had sex in a couple of weeks, too busy being pissed off or tired, or both. Running the business was proving harder than he’d thought, but he loved every exhausting, frustrating minute of it.


  “Legacy? What the hell, Blake? The Local is our legacy. Ours. Together. We don’t need the added expense and headache of packaging. That means I have to get a new license, equipment, pay designers for labeling, find a distributor,” he sat, suddenly tired enough to curl up under the work table and sleep for a day. He grabbed Blake’s arm as the other man tried to stomp past him, avoiding the real meat of the argument as usual.


  “You don’t understand,” Blake muttered, wrenching his arm away leaving Rob alone, bone tired and worried. He heard Blake’s phone buzz and laid his aching head on the desk. He’d hired a new manager, and was hoping to put some of the day-to-day responsibilities on her plate. But, until he got her trained the way he wanted… he sighed, listening with half an ear to Blake’s end of the conversation. He sat up at the sound of Blake’s shout of dismay.


  Fucking-A. Now what? He turned the corner into the busy restaurant, ignored two staff members needing his attention and made a beeline for Blake who had a death grip on his phone. His face was an alarming shade of red. He put a hand on his shoulder and Blake gripped it, still listening intently. “Fine. Okay. I’ll be there. But so help me…” Rob watched him struggle for control. “Never mind. Yeah. Thanks.” He set the phone on the bar and looked up at Rob.


  “What?”


  “Sara. She…she was attacked at a showing. Went alone, I don’t know.” Rob gripped his arm already calling Jack in his mind. Blake narrowed his eyes at him. “That was Jack. He’s taking her to his house. She’s okay. Bad guy got his shit stomped by Craig, another realtor in her office. Attacker’s in custody. Shit.” Blake slumped into a seat. Rob rubbed his shoulders.


  “You have got to lighten up. Seriously. You’re gonna have a heart attack or something.” Blake shrugged out from under Rob’s hand.


  “I’ve tried to explain this to you. She’s my sister. I’ve always looked after her. She’s…”


  “I know, I know. I get it. I’m just saying she could stand on her own a little, you know?”


  Blake stood. “I’m sick of fighting with you Rob.” His beautiful green eyes looked as exhausted as Rob felt. “Are you coming with me to get her, or what?”


  “Where? To Gordon’s house?” Rob’s chest tightened even further at the thought of a confrontation between them all. “Sure. I’ll drive.”


  


  Chapter Seven


   


  Five Years Later


  Blake squinted into the bright sunlight as he emerged, stiff, sore and tired from the nearly nine hour flight to Istanbul.  He groaned, stretched out his shoulders and pulled his sunglasses from his coat pocket. It had been a cool sixty-degree afternoon in Chicago when they left. “Fucking-A,” he mumbled, still woozy from the sleeping pill Rob made him take that didn’t work. He glanced over at his lover, tall, handsome, blonde hair slightly grown out at Blake’s request. Bastard could sleep in the middle of a tsunami.  The sight of Rob’s smile as they followed the driver, who’d met them at passport control, out into the sweltering Turkish afternoon dissipated any residual irritation. 


  They slid into the cool Mercedes back seat once their luggage was tucked into the trunk. Rob threaded his long fingers through Blake’s and they sat as the driver navigated the utterly terrifying gauntlet of Istanbul’s freeways. He white knuckled the armrest with the other hand as Rob literally dosed off again. Jesus. Blake poked him in the leg with their joined hands as the driver eased into what looked like an ancient, or perhaps abandoned, dock. “I think we’re here.”


  Rob wiped his eyes, and leaned up to peer out the window. “Yep, this is it.” He leapt out of the car, leaving Blake puzzled and a little nervous. There was not a soul in sight, and no obvious boat waiting for them. He crawled out of the car, stretched again and watched as Rob handed the driver some sort of money, determined not to be a whiner about the heat, how tired he was. He missed his sister, his brewery, and was on the knife’s edge of snapping Rob’s head off about letting the driver dump them here, at the side of a dirty, decrepit wharf. But he bit his tongue. He owed it to the guy, really. He’d been nothing but absent lately, dealing with Sara’s life drama and the new addition to the family—Katie, his niece.


  A well-dressed woman emerged from a small nearby building. Rob greeted her with a smile and handshake. “Gentlemen,” she gestured behind her and Blake couldn’t repress a gasp as a beautiful gulet-style boat slid into view. “Your Blue Cruise awaits you.” Rob smiled, put an arm around Blake’s shoulders, and kissed him on the forehead.


  “Better?” he whispered.


   Blake glared at him. Damn man always sensed when he was pissed about something. “I will be. Once I get you alone on that thing.” His body tingled in anticipation. He suddenly realized the complete rightness of this moment.


  Rob had been furious with him when he’d balked at the concept of this trip, citing responsibilities at the brewery, the new canning line, new staff, his niece. But standing on the burning hot wood of an antique boat dock south of Istanbul, Turkey, he had never been more in love in his life. Or as horny. He cleared his throat, held his backpack over the obvious bulge under his jeans. 


  “That’s the whole idea, my love.” Rob bit his earlobe then turned to the attractive woman who stood and smiled at them as if they were a pair of adorable puppies.  “Thank you, Ebru. This is exactly what I pictured.” She checked something on her clipboard, then whistled so loudly Blake startled. A pair of incredibly hot, olive-skinned men appeared from the boat, leaping over to grab suitcases, chattering in rapid-fire Turkish to the woman.


  “As you ordered, Mr. Frietag. Enjoy your two weeks.” She shook both of their hands and click-clacked across the wooden surface, leaving the two of them standing there, watching as the crew set the sails in order. One of them gestured over to Blake and Rob.


  “All aboard,” Rob smacked Blake on the ass.  “And you can thank me later for the eye candy.” He raised an eyebrow, shouldered his backpack and climbed the ladder onto the deck. Blake followed him, amazed at the shining dark wood hull, the sparkling brass fittings, and the bright white sails’ contrast against the positively movie-set blue sky. His chest loosened, for the first time in what felt like months, even years, contemplating nothing but sun, sky, boat, and the body of his lover for the next two weeks.


  Once they'd unpacked their stuff in the luxurious bedroom, Blake jumped into the shower to hopefully stay awake. The lull of the ship’s movement had already made him drowsy. “Hey,” Rob put a hand on his shoulder, as he stood at the sink, towel around his waist. They listened to the clink and clank of whatever the hell it was that was moving them forward, slicing through the increasingly blue-green water. He slid his palm up to the back of Blake’s neck, pulled him close. They stood together a minute, breathing in sync as the small voice of disquiet Blake had been nurturing for the past few years slowly eased away. He had no reason to fear this man. He loved him. They loved each other. Everything was fine. He shivered when Rob’s lips touched his ear. “All is well, baby. You have got to relax. Please. For me?” Rob cradled Blake’s face between his hands, kissed him once, then again.


  Blake nodded, tugged Rob over to the huge bed and down, never releasing his lips. Rob’s clothes melted off him, Blake’s towel disappeared along with it. The urgency of need coursing through him made Blake grunt with effort as he slid his lips down Rob’s amazing torso, reaching the already leaking head of his stiff cock. He flicked his tongue around its edges, tasted his familiar salty essence, cupped the other man’s balls and sucked him down, reveling in the sound of Rob’s pleasure, the grip of his hands in his hair. “Shit,” Rob groaned, as his hips thrust up, forcing his cock further down, into Blake’s throat. “Stop. Wait. Blake…oh Jesus.”


  Blake slid a finger down, stroked the smooth skin between Rob’s balls and ass, stroking higher and higher, recognized the urgent pump of his lover’s hips then moaned as Rob’s cock stiffened, jerked and filled his mouth and throat. Rob tugged at his hair, as Blake gripped his ass, held him close and drank him down. By the time he’d finished Blake’s head was about to blow off with his own need for release. He slipped his lips up and off Rob’s long, lovely shaft, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and dropped down on the bed beside him. Rob sucked in a deep breath, put his arm around Blake and held him close.


  Blake let himself be held, tried not to rub his aching shaft against Rob’s leg too obviously, and ran his fingers across his lover’s strong, chiseled torso. He frowned, sat up, and touched a strange, dimply imperfection on Rob’s otherwise perfect abs, amazed he hadn’t seen it before. “Hey, what’s this?” He ran a finger over it again. Rob opened his eyes.


  “I had a feeding tube there, once.” Blake’s whole body froze. Rob’s words decreased his libido proportionally and he stood, his hands shaking as he ran them through his hair. Rob rolled onto his side, gestured for Blake to come back into his arms. But, he couldn't. Blake’s ears buzzed, his brain had clicked into reality mode. This was it. The thing he never knew. The thing that Rob’s friends Jack and Kyle and Suzanne all knew. He was ashamed to admit that when faced with it, he did not want to know.


  Yanking on shorts and a t-shirt, mumbling something about “getting into the sun for a while,” he rushed out of the room. Maybe if he ignored it, the hard truth of whatever it was would not reach him. Would not spoil the carefully constructed happiness he’d built for himself in the last years, even in the face of the wild ride his sister and Rob’s friend Jack had taken them on.


   Yeah. Right. Way to be mature. Fuck mature. I’m on vacation.


  He flopped onto a huge pile of pillows on the starboard deck and closed his eyes, holding back the impending onslaught of chest-crushing panic. He knew damn good and well that Rob had been holding back something. The closer the two of them got, the madder Blake became over the giant secret that hovered around the edges of their relationship. Whispered conversations between his man and Jack, or his man and that gigantic ex-football player/BDSM club owner guy had to stop.


  The sounds of the engine, the smell of the ocean, and a soft breeze across his face finally lulled him to restless, needed sleep. Cluttering it was memories of the last five years’ worth of drama fit for a daytime television and he jerked awake after only about twenty minutes. He noted the plate of fresh fruit and bottled water that had been placed by his side and gave up on rest.


  Images of his sister, the beautiful daughter she’d had nearly four years before, and the ongoing bullshit between her and Jack Gordon, flooded his brain as he sipped water and ate strawberries.  Tension made him frown, which escalated his frustration with himself.


   


   


  “A girl,” his mother had clutched his arm that day, tears streaming down her face. “She’s okay. Sara’s going to make it.” He’d pulled away from her so fast he had to apologize later for being so rude in his haste to reach Sara’s bedside in that horror of an emergency room. Blood had been all over the place. Jack had crouched by her head, whispering and wiping her face. Blake had to do a double take but he’d bet his brewery on the fact that Mr. Gordon had been crying at some point.


  Her friend Craig had held the baby, but Blake only had eyes for his sister. Jack had glanced up at him them moved out of the way. They’d reached an uneasy détente during Sara’s difficult pregnancy. Hell at one point Blake had actually called the asshole, told him to get his butt over to Sara’s and help her. Blake shook his head, gazing out over the picture perfection of the Mediterranean Sea and the deep greens of the Turkish coastline.


  Rob had finally proven himself right about one thing: Jack was madly in love with his sister. Blake got that. However, he knew Sara well, knew her tendencies toward emotional avoidance. So the relationship was fraught with endless rounds of give and take, push and pull, ups and downs, even since his beloved niece, Katie, had entered the picture. Jack had not been that involved with her—but Blake blamed himself a bit for that, as did Rob. Amazing really, the full circle moment when he had to look his stubborn sister in the eye and tell her to get her fucking head around the fact that she and Gordon were meant for each other.


  He sucked in a lungful of salty air, glanced around and saw a young man hovering nearby. He held up his hand, unsure what the protocol was for getting something with alcohol in it.


  “Merhaba, welcome to your Blue Cruise.” The kid’s soft accent was nice, and his face was, in a word, perfect. Blake smiled, remembering Rob’s “eye candy” comment.


  “Thanks. Um, I’m Blake. Can I get a beer?”


  The kid nodded. “Of course. I am Bulent. Mr. Rob made sure we packed beers from Europe before we left. Which color of beer would you like?”


  Blake grinned wider, made his choice and sat back when the kid brought the sweating, perfectly chilled bottle to him. The last years had been fraught with one trauma after another to be certain. Opening a business in a recession, trying to work through their own personal issues of space and intimacy, then the added bonus of his sister fucking around with the one guy on the planet even Rob questioned was good for her. Until they all looked up one day and acknowledged that Jack was a good guy, and Sara, being Sara, was being a stubborn bitch.


  And then there was Katie. The near picture-perfect clone of his sister all the way down to her attitude, had charmed Blake and everyone around her. He stretched his legs out on the lounge, loving the sensation of sun on his skin. He startled when a hand lifted the beer from his grip, lips touched his forehead, a soft, beloved voice whispered in his ear. “Sleep, my love. We have lots of days left.” He sighed, and did just that, dropping directly into a deep slumber in minutes.


   


   


  Rob sighed, and rolled onto his back, his pulse racing. The recent spate of stress over Blake’s sister and niece had had him tied up in knots for weeks. Finally calling Sara and telling her to tell her brother that he’d better pack his shit for this vacation or he, Rob, was leaving had been one of the toughest things he’d ever done. It had been worth it. Blake was finally starting to relax. He’d been around the guy long enough now to recognize the signs. He slept better for one thing, was less inclined to quick anger, as if the whole convoluted shit heap that was his friend Jack’s relationship with Blake’s sister had smoothed his edges. Made him more equipped to deal with upheaval without completely freaking out. Freak-outs had come, to be sure, but less often. And there was no denying how much Blake adored his niece. She, more than anyone, by turning him into “Uncle Blake” had given him a focus Rob would not deny.


  He stood, a little shaky thanks to the rocking boat, and tugged on fresh clothes. When his hand closed around a folded piece of paper in the jeans he’d ditched earlier his heart sped up. He forced himself to take a breath, unfold it, and stare at the numbers.  Jack’s words floated through his head. “Telling him when you get sick again is kind of dirty pool, my man. Never mind the hell I will catch from his sister. It’s not like you are gonna relapse or whatever. But, if for no other goddamned reason than I have asked you to, tell him. Now.”


  Rob shut his eyes, shut his mind to the possibility that Blake would leave him, would rather be alone than face the potential nightmare of a cancer relapse in a man he had only just come to really trust. But that was just part of it.  There was something else he wanted to discuss. Something he’d been thinking about ever since Katie came into their collective lives.  He took a breath, squared his shoulders, and stared at himself in the mirror a moment for ascending to the deck.  He certainly looked the part of “healthy man,” and according to the PET scan year before this, he was. There had been no reason to panic. Last year. Now, however, was a different animal altogether.


  “Just a small shadow in one lung Rob,” his doctor had assured him as Rob’s brain roiled and seethed at the unfairness of it all.  “I’m gonna bring you in for a quick biopsy, no big deal. You’ve been so incredibly resilient all these years I have to believe it’s nothing.”  Rob had nodded, dazed, walked out and booked this vacation that day. Now, every fucking breath he took he analyzed, every time his allergies acted up and made him cough he panicked.  Christ.


  He got to the top of the steps and had to halt at the perfect vision of Blake, draped over the cushioned bench at the aft end, long, strong legs crossed at the ankle, one arm flung over his eyes. A muslin curtain that could be pulled to shield that entire area fluttered, hid his lover from his eyes a split second. In that weird, half-lit moment as the sun made its lazy way toward the horizon, Rob had to grab the rails to keep from falling over as the curtain blew aside once more and the sun hit the other man’s hair, lighting it with deep golds and rich browns, seeming to halo his head. A different, darker unexplainable vision lit his imagination next. Blake, still, calm, but not breathing. A strange, keening sound tickled around the edges of his consciousness. Then it all disappeared in the blink of a wind-blown second when the curtain hid the man from sight once more.


  He leaned against the rail and saw that appetizers had been set out on the low table near Blake’s dangling feet. He felt completely out of breath as a pall of terror covered his vision. Figuring it relative to the news he was about to impart to the love of his life, he shook his head, pulled it together. Blake rolled over and almost dumped himself out onto the shiny wood deck, letting the near full beer bottle he held slide to the floor. Rob caught him, hoisted him back up on the cushions, pressed his lips to Blake’s furrowed brow. Using words he had many times before, he calmed him, then sat, plucked a few olives from the tray and ate, picking out a Munich pilsner from the collection of bottled beers in a nearby tub of ice.  He watched Blake sleep, enjoying every movement, every sniffle, every damn thing the man did. He did not want to die. The long-held conviction that the cancer would get him someday had forced him to avoid emotional attachment. And led him here, to this moment, with this man.


  After nearly an hour, Blake rubbed his face, and sat, leaning over the edge of the large chaise-like bench, staring at the floor. “Jesus. I have never slept that hard I don’t think. Amazing.” He smiled up at Rob, stood and wandered downstairs, returning clad only in jeans. Rob had to suck in a breath at the subtle beauty of Blake’s strong torso. He licked his lips, tried to keep his tone light.


  “All right, come on, have a seat. Let’s eat.”


  Blake tilted his head, as if he expected something different, then shrugged and started to sit. Rob held up a hand. “Wait, let’s go over here. I want to be close to you.” He pulled the table closer to the large bench Blake had just vacated, sat on the cushions and patted the one next to him.  Blake settled in the crook of his outstretched arm, hand trailing along his thigh, reaching for a beer with his other hand. They sat a few minutes, sipping. At one point Rob took a corner of pita bread, dredged it in what looked like fresh hummus and put it to Blake’s lips.


  He took it, chewed, sipped some more. Rob sighed. He knew the conversational ball was firmly in his court and Blake was going to out-stubborn him on it. But to his pleasant surprise, the other man turned over, laid his head in Rob’s lap, and put a hand up to his face. The man’s deep green eyes were intent. Rob tried to rally the necessary manhood to just fucking open up to him. Blake spoke first, keeping his hand against Rob’s face, using his thumb to trace a line around his lips before he spoke.


  “I want a baby.”


  Rob blinked, looked out over the incredible expanse of blue-green ocean. “So do I,” he admitted, running his fingers through Blake’s hair.  One of the pitfalls of being a truly bisexual man was picturing yourself in a more traditional relationship with a woman, fathering children, being perfectly content with that sort of life. Of course, the urgency he felt about this particular topic he was now forced to explain. “I’m…I…um…,” he faltered, his heart thudding so hard in his chest he was surprised his shirt didn’t move. 


  Blake put a finger over his lips, sat up, and moved over to a chair directly across from him. “I think I know.” He stated, still holding his empty beer bottle. “We’ve never, in nearly seven years together ever had sex without a condom. You insist on it, still to this day. I get it. When did you get diagnosed?” Rob stared at him, trying to compute what in the hell he was talking about. Blake stared at him a minute more. “HIV, right? AIDS? Where do you hide your medicine cocktail anyways?”


  Rob blinked, blew out a breath, and stood. His skin was on fire, and frozen at the same time. He couldn’t figure out where to put his hands. Blake just watched him, leaned back, obviously trying to relax in that typical “This is me, relaxing” pose when he was coiled as tight as a wire.  The sight of it made Rob furious for some unknown reason.


  “Jesus, no, Blake I don’t have AIDS. That I would have told you already.” He paced, the small deck suddenly confining when it had just been roomy, perfect.


  Blake leaned forward, elbows on his knees, tension all over his face. “Are you breaking up with me?” The honest question nearly broke Rob’s heart and ignited his fury as if dousing it with kerosene.


  “Good Christ almighty, Thornton. How many more ways or times can I tell you that I love you?” He moved away as Blake stood, made as if to step toward him. “Jack is right. You guys are fucking unbelievable. Won’t accept what’s right in front of you as fact. Reading all sorts of shit into things…” He stopped. He couldn’t breathe. Blake stared at him, incredulous. This, somehow, made it worse. Red actually tinged the edges of his vision as a rush of familiar and horrible fear reared its ugly, cancerous head.


  How in holy hell was he going to run his restaurant, cope with the day-to-day bullshit and worry about a serious relapse? Who would understand? Who would he turn to? The man across from him? Maybe. Then again, Rob had been the rock Blake leaned on for so long he just did not trust a role reversal. Not now. Reality nearly crushed his chest. He stumbled forward, pushed past Blake and headed to the bow of the boat. A huge net stretched out over it, obviously meant for lounging, drinking and other, more erotically creative uses.


  Rob yanked at it, needing an outlet for his frustration. It didn’t budge, so he sat in the forward most point of the gulet, letting the cool evening air calm his no-doubt beet red face. Swallowing the urge to yell, to scream, throw things, he doubled down on his temper and tried to will himself back under some semblance of control. This was the moment of truth and he’d more or less blown it to hell. Fuck.


  After about a ten-minute, calm-down session in his own head, he stood back up and turned, nearly plowing straight into Blake who must have snuck in behind him on bare feet. The wind ruffled the ends of his hair, and Rob had that sudden, odd, breath-taking moment of agony again, as the sounds of strange crying hit his inner ear. He shook his head. He was obviously projecting. Blake stayed away from him. They locked eyes. “I have cancer.” Rob’s throat ached with the telling. He swallowed, realizing that the look in Blake’s eyes right now was the reason he’d avoided this for so long. “I’m sorry.” His voice broke, tears he had held for the better part of twenty years ran down his face. “Don’t be angry, please.”


  Blake rocked on his heels, in a familiar, I’m-pissed-but-holding-it-in sort of way. Blackness hovered over Rob’s vision. He had nothing now. It was over. He’d ruined it. All the years of holding back the truth for fear of this very moment, fucking blown to bits in the blink of an eye. He had no one to blame but himself. No longer trusting his knees to hold him up, he sank into a chair, looked up at the purple sky. Blake’s silence spoke volumes. Now what? His mind already started cycling through how they’d break up the business, the house, the CD collection. He leaned forward, no longer able to take it. “Go away.” He muttered. “Just, get away from me.”


  The pain of his parents’ faces, his doomsday doctors, the friends who faded on him over the years as he essentially dropped out of middle school, leaving the soccer team he’d led since third grade, the fucking god-forsaken odors of a hospital room after you’d lived in it a good long while, all rushed in on him. He sucked in a breath, but it didn’t help. His chest constricted, his skin tingled. He yearned with everything he had for one thing. The feel of Blake’s hands on his shoulders made him look up, gasp when Blake dragged him forcibly to his feet. He stared into the deep green depths he’d come to love all those years ago, in spite of his own natural predilection to avoid relationships. This man had worn him down, somehow. He looked up, but Blake thumbed his chin, forced him to make eye contact.


  “Seriously. That’s it?” Blake smiled, and Rob sucked a ragged breath. 


  “I had cancer. Leukemia. Diagnosed after a t-ball game. I had six months to live, well, sort of every six months, you know? I lived eight, nine, almost ten years in hospitals with chemo and radiation. Then poof! I was cured. But now,” he gulped, “I go every year for checkups and, this thing, called a PET scan. I had such harsh treatment as a kid they kept telling me to not expect much out of my life. I’d be lucky to see twenty, then thirty.” Blake tried to speak but Rob rushed in, needing to fill the void, to confess, all of it, finally.  “I’m nearly forty-one. And I love you and I want to have a family with you and I’m fucking finally able to admit what I want… with you, Blake.” He gripped the man’s shoulders. Looked down, then back up into eyes that were shimmering with emotion. “I have a ‘shadow’ on my lung. I have to go for a biopsy when we get back. And I am so scared...” He broke then, let it just have him, unwilling to be the rock, the foundation, the always-reliable Rob. Sobs tore through him as he collapsed to the deck.


  Blake went with him, holding him close, dragging him into his arms as he moved to lean against the bow-length benches. “My love. It’s fine. It will be fine. I have you. I will take care of you. Always.”


  Rob let Blake hold him, as a decade’s worth of tears poured from his soul. He’d held it all in. Never cried, not even as a ten-year-old puking his guts up from the poison they used to kill the cancer, with second-degree burns from the radiation they used to burn the cancer out of him. Not once. His mother cried constantly. His father even cried once; one night when Rob was flat-out not supposed to live through the next twenty-four hour period. When Christine broke his young heart, when he’d left René, abandoned Kyle, he’d never shed more than a few tears. A burst of emotion shot through him as he looked up, and Blake slanted lips over his. Tears mingled, tongues tangled, and Blake helped him to his feet.


  “I need you,” he muttered in Rob’s ear. “Be with me. Be completely with me, for once.” Rob nodded, understanding what Blake meant. He slipped out of his shirt, slid his jeans down and unzipped Blake, shoved everything away until it was a puddle of cotton and denim around their bare feet.  With just the soft caress of a finger across his jaw, Blake brought Rob’s entire body to attention, hardening him all over, making his brain go into overload, thanks to the emotion and stress and residual bullshit of the past months. “Kiss me?” Blake asked, his normally rough voice even lower, soft, yet incredibly sexy to Rob’s ears. 


  Rob leapt across the foot of space between them, grasped Blake’s neck with one hand, his ass with the other, covered the other man’s lips, forced them open with his tongue, probing and demanding.  The feel of Blake’s thick cock against his, the velvety sensation of bodies rubbing together, made him groan. His mind kept trying to do its usual “oh but you aren’t really being honest with him” song-and-dance but he put the mental brakes on that. He broke the kiss, gripped Blake’s handsome face between his hands.  “No more lies. No more hiding. You have all of me, now. If you want it.”


  “I’ve never wanted anything but that.” Blake insisted, running his hands down Rob’s back, clutching him close. “Why would you think anything else? Jesus you know everything about me. All my dysfunction. Seems only fair I get to know yours.” He ran a finger over Rob’s lips, stared deep into his eyes. “Now,” his gaze darkened, and Rob’s body zinged in immediate, visceral response. “Turn around. I need to be inside you. So badly I am about to fucking explode.”


   He ground these last words out and Rob felt his body respond, but more importantly relief poured through every nerve ending he possessed, enveloped him, warmed him as he let Blake turn him, use his spit slickened fingers to penetrate and spread his body in preparation. He groaned as Blake’s fingertip teased his gland, made his cock stiffen, then retreat. Consciously relaxing his muscles he gripped the back of the chair as Blake slid into his body, possessing him, grunting with what Rob knew was the most exquisite sensation of being gripped, held close by someone else’s body.  Blake grabbed his hips, went deep, moaning the entire time.


  “Jesus Christ, Rob.” He gasped. Rob tilted his hips, grabbed his cock with one hand. It didn’t take long. On the next stroke Blake reached deep, and Rob cried out and felt warmth covering his belly. His body stretched, accommodated his lover, and they both groaned with satisfaction as Blake gently pulled him up so their joined, sweat-slicked bodies were together, arms entangled, Blake’s lips at his ear as he filled Rob’s body in exquisite release.


  Later, entwined so close Rob didn’t know where his arms and legs ended and Blake’s began on the huge net covering the bow, with large striped cushions underneath their naked skin, he kissed Blake’s shoulder, his neck, check, and lips. “Thank you.” His heart pounded. Blake sighed and pulled him even closer if that were possible.


  “No. Thank you. You saved me. From myself. And now,” he paused to press his lips to Rob’s forehead. “You have to believe I’m here for you, always.” Within minutes, Rob was gratified to hear a light snore as the man he loved beyond all logical reason eased into a satisfied, well-needed sleep.


  


  Part IV:  Lila


  


  Chapter One


   


  One Year Later


  Lila started when someone called her name. She’d been sitting alone for the better part of the season, unable to mix with the rest of the much wealthier, more nuclear families populating the sidelines of her daughter’s soccer team. No one had really been friendly at all except one woman. Katie’s mom. They all went by their “somebody’s mom or dad” designation, as if learning real names was a waste of energy. And being “Maddie’s Mom” did not bother her in the slightest. Actually she liked it.


  “Hey, uh, ‘Maddie’s mom,’” the thin, attractive woman touched her leg again. “Do you know anything about this end of year party thing? I can’t get a straight answer out of anyone over there.” The woman jerked a thumb at the well-dressed crowd of parents.


  “Yes. We’re supposed to donate ten bucks per family and a pot luck dish suitable for a cookout. And bring squirts guns.”


  The other woman grimaced. “Squirt guns. Sounds awful.”


  Lila couldn’t help but giggle at her dismay. She’d heard the other paretns whispering about “Katie’s Mom” before. And about all the “Uncles” that came and went on behalf of Katie. She stuck out her hand. “Hi. My real name is Lila by the way.”


  The other woman looked at her hand a half second then smiled and took it. “I’m Sara. Good to know someone else has a real name.” Sara sighed and leaned back in her pop up chair. “I suppose this is where we start talking about next year and what team our daughters will be playing on and stuff.”


  Lila narrowed her eyes and looked across the field at the girls, just finishing up a game. “No. Not really. I’m not sure Maddie will be playing. Too expensive.” She held up a bare left hand. “My ex isn’t sure he wants to pay for it anymore and my salary at the book store will never cover it.”


  Sara shot her an odd look, then smiled. “Sorry, don’t mean to be nosy.” She heaved a huge sigh. “I hate this shit. I wish Katie would quit. But her…well, she’s good and I guess I’m stuck with it for a while longer.”


  Lila jumped right in, feet first, not realizing why but later glad she did. “Katie has a lot of uncles. What’s up with that?”


  Sara laughed, and smacked Lila’s knee. “I like you Maddie’s Mom. Maybe when you have five or six hours, I’ll tell you about it.”


  Lila grinned back at her. “I have some time tonight. Want to come over for dinner? Let the girls mess around a little more?” She had no frame of reference for why she even asked. Her heart pounded nervously when the other woman stared at her.


  Then Sara spoke, “I’d love it, Lila.”


   


   


  By the time the girls were flopped on Lila’s threadbare couch in the tiny living room, the two women had consumed two bottles of wine that Sara had brought. Well, Sara had consumed most of it. Lila was a self-avowed lightweight.  But it didn’t seem to affect Sara much. Lila watched her sip, saw how her face changed as she talked about the man who was likely Katie’s father.


  She put a hand on Sara’s. “Sounds like you guys need to get your act together to me.”


  Sara’s barking laughter was harsh. She stared at Lila. “Yeah. You and Blake and Rob and…” She stopped, her face paling.


  Alarmed, Lila leaned forward. “You okay Sara?”


  “Uh, yeah. I’m just…” Sara shook her head. “I’m sick of hearing about myself. Tell me about you.”


  Lila blushed. “Oh, my life is pretty sad really.”


  Sara patted her shoulder. “Nonsense. Can’t be much worse than my story. Except for the bit about you being a great mom and me being marginal at best.”


  Lila straightened. She liked this woman, her new friend. She was blunt, straightforward, pulled no punches. “Well, Maddie’s father was, is, an investment banker, lives in Plymouth with a fresh new family now.” Sara stayed silent so Lila went on, spilling her guts in a way she’d never done before. “I played scholarship soccer at Notre Dame. But was a shitty student. Graduated and had nothing to do and nowhere to go so I landed in Plymouth.” She named a small city a few miles east of Ann Arbor. “Got a job waiting tables. Alan, my ex, he was a regular and, well, we … we um, well I let him fuck me. In the parking lot. At the bar.” She blushed again, suddenly furious with herself for telling all of this lame ass shit to an obviously successful woman.


  Sara smiled at her. “Yes, well I can certainly relate to being seduced in public places.  Go on.”


  “I got pregnant right away. And he did the right thing at first. Married me. Then after Maddie was born he decided I was fat and boring. So he left.” She sipped her wine, letting the memory of Alan’s last horrible words to her burn in her brain.


  “You were nothing more than an easy lay, Lila. And that’s all you ever will be. I need more. I’ll take care of you and the girl of course.”


  She scoffed at the memory. “Yeah, so his idea of ‘taking care of us’ is this crappy, roach infested hole,” she gestured around at the small but meticulously clean apartment. “And he’s moved on to a fresh new family, a wife with a college degree and a couple of perfect kids. I guess.” Tears stung her eyes. She stood, suddenly wanting to be left alone.


  Sara stayed seated, her head cocked to one side. Her eyes contemplative. Lila grinned and shrugged. “So there you have it. I work thirty-five hours a week at a bookstore. Alan pays our insurance. I’m just this side of dead broke pretty much every month. Not too exciting.” She lifted her wine glass.


  “I have an idea for you Lila,” Sara said, startling her. “But you have to keep an open mind about it. Deal?”


   


  Blake stared into the middle distance barely noting what usually pleased him. Sounds of Katie and her friends screeching as they played tag with a group of boys from another team, sensation of warmth from the sun on his skin, taste of deep chocolate ice cream he was finishing, as usual, for his niece. 


  Rob’s scare with the lung “shadow” had been real, but they’d managed it, and he was safely considered “in remission” still. Blake now knew way more about blasts, anemia, consolidation therapy, and limited-stage lung cancer than he really cared to. Despite numerous doctor visits, a few doses of “mild” chemotherapy that had left Rob sicker than any man had a right to be and still live, the intervening year had been somehow easier for them too. As if a pall had been lifted from their relationship, allowing Blake to truly understand what made his partner tick. They’d evened out the whole who-relied-on-whom thing too, allowing themselves to be strong or weak at various times. A weird dance to be certain, but somehow worked perfectly.


  But for one thing.


  After the first six months of hell, where they’d both been forced to let go of their tightly held, some would say obsessive daily control over the brew pub, Rob had bounced back like a champ. “Shadow” as they’d come to call it, had faded to a mere pinprick on the scans and in the past few nights they’d come to rediscover each other physically in ways that brought a slight flush to Blake’s cheeks as he sat and watched without seeing anything in front of him.


  But the issue of family kept coming up, this time from Rob’s lips. He was getting a little manic about it, which worried Blake. It had become less urgent for him. More important to get hold of this fucking disease that threatened the man he loved and wrestle it to the ground, once and for all. Not letting the “shadow” or the “cancer librarian” as Rob called her, ever show their faces anywhere near them again felt more mission critical than finding a convenient womb to hold their child. Rob’s flippancy with the whole thing made him nearly apoplectic, but he'd had a lot of years to get his head around it. Blake had had exactly twelve months.


  They’d changed the way they ate, going nearly completely vegetarian, which made them both grumpy as they were dyed-in-the-wool carnivores. But all the studies—endless internet sites devoted to relapse and relocation of cancers after years of remission that Blake had stayed up nights reading while Rob tossed and turned, sweating out the stink of the poisons he’d had injected into him—agreed: Diet mattered, and the cleaner, less cluttered with potential triggers the better. So out went their previously favorite meals of grilled lamb chops or filets. Rob’s kisses had tasted metallic then, which scared Blake to death, but he never stopped kissing him. He did not want Rob to think for a second he’d be shirking duties as caretaker-in-charge. But he would never forget that taste. And now, finally, this afternoon, they were interviewing a potential surrogate mother. His palms broke out in a sweat at the thought of it. The responsibility weighed heavy on him, making him nervous as hell.


  He glanced up as Sara took the seat across from him. “Thanks.” He muttered when she handed him a steaming cardboard cup containing some kind of caffeine. It no longer mattered, just as long as it brought him out of his semi-hazed state of little sleep and constant worry.


  “So this woman is a single mom. Really nice. But, she got seriously shafted by the ex-husband. She’s a little fragile. I’m not sure about it really, but she seems eager for the cash.”  Blake nodded, only half hearing her. Together they watched the girls kick the ball around in silence. Blake noted a woman, petite, strong, laughing and giving them a few pointers. He narrowed his eyes. She moved like a natural athlete, letting the girls get past her some, then colliding with them dragging them to the grass with her, their laughter wafting across to him. The woman stood, brushed herself off and waved to Sara who waved back.


  “Lila. New soccer mom. Sad story really. Divorced, miserable, still thinks her dickhead banker husband will take her back.” Sara sipped. “But she wants to meet you, talk to you guys about your proposal.”


  “You are such a cynic.” Blake stared as the woman made her way over to them. She was petite close up, with a pert nose, bright smile and deep brown eyes. Her coal black hair was scraped back in a severe ponytail. Blake sat up a little straighter. The genuine smile she shot him made his scalp tingle.  A strange silence settled over the table that Sara broke by clearing her her throat. “Oh,” Blake gulped when he realized an essential truth: The beautiful creature before them was interested in being a surrogate mother for his and Rob’s child.


  “So, Lila, this is my brother. Blake.” The woman put out a hand, Blake blinked. Sara kicked his shin, making him start, and the lovely vision in front of him break out in peals of laughter. “He’s usually not so rude.” She frowned at him as he rubbed his leg, shrugged and stood to take her hand. The second their palms touched, he shivered. He hadn’t seen such beautiful, delicate feminine perfection since… well, since Suzanne, he surmised. Realizing he’d been clutching her hand for about a second longer than was necessary his face flushed and he stuck both hands in his pockets.


  She tilted her head and observed him, her eyes sparkling in a way that he would very much like to be the cause of. He shook himself. Typical male reactions were never far from the surface. He valued beauty in men and women, always had.  A tendril of silky looking hair curled around her temple. He had to force himself not to tuck it behind her ear. Every molecule of his caretaker personality zinged in response to her somehow. No. He sat, clutching his coffee again. The last time you felt this way about a woman you spent years getting over her. Cut the shit. This is not about getting attached to her. This is about making the family you and Rob want so badly.


  He heard the two women talking, but studiously ignored them, as his body kept sending little shockwaves of energy to his brain. Lila’s leg brushed his under the table and he nearly jumped a mile to put space between them. He spent the next fifteen minutes in misery, trying to avoid how he was reacting to her, and keep up a bit of conversation on his end without sounding like a mental patient. He saw Rob approaching from his truck with relief. The sight of his tall, blonde, for-now healthy body had its usual calming effect on his rattled nerves. He put a hand on Blake’s shoulder, looked over at the newcomer in their midst. Blake was shocked to see a look that must have mirrored his when he first got a load of the lovely woman on his lover’s face. “Rob. Lila. New soccer mom.” His voice sounded scratchy. Rob glanced at him a second and translated a message Blake caught loud and clear.


  Sara kicked him again. “Ow, dammit,” he frowned at her. “How do you manage to find the same spot every time?” He rubbed the rising knot on his shin. She gave him a measured look.


  “Years of dedicated practice. Okay, well, let’s get to lunch shall we?” She stood, pulling the other woman along with her. Blake was suddenly all thumbs and knocked his half-full coffee over, spilling hot, brown liquid across the concrete picnic table surface.  Rob slid out from his seat in a graceful motion and put an arm around Sara.


  Rob smiled at Lila and Blake saw, in that split second, they might have found what they needed. Rob yelled for Katie who came running at her usual break-neck pace and leapt into his arms.


  “Uncle Rob! You look so much better! Do you feel better? Mommy said you had the bad flu.” Blake kept brushing at his coffee-contaminated jeans. After returning from the Blue Cruise vacation, they’d decided two things: One, to find a surrogate to have at least one baby for them. While they admitted to each other that they’d prefer a loving, three-person relationship, they knew those were the stuff of optimistic romance novels. They’d settle for the surrogate for now. Secondly, they agreed to tell Sara about the cancer, but not Katie. Not until they had to. It had been tough enough telling his sister. Blake shivered with the memory of that day.


  “Yes, princess, I am much, much better.” Rob kissed Katie’s cheek and shifted her around to his back.


  “Can you come with us to lunch? Can he come, Mommy? And Uncle Blake too?” Sara looked at Rob, who raised an innocent eyebrow as Blake caught up with them. “We’re going to Café Zola. My favorite! Let’s go!” Katie reached out to clutch at Blake with her other arm.  “And I want to ride in the truck. Maddie! Come ride in my uncles’ truck with me! They play whatever music we want!” The girl jumped onto the grass and grabbed her new friend as they made a beeline for Rob’s black F-150. 


  Blake smiled sweetly at Sara as Rob chatted with Lila about her former life as a scholarship soccer player. Sara flipped him off, and then yanked him away from the other two.  “Listen,” she hissed. “Lila has been through hell this year. You boys lighten up on the full-court press, okay? I don’t think she can take it.”


  “Dear sister,” Blake opened the truck door for the giggling little girls. “We just want to get to know her, that’s all. We’re all adult here and she agreed to the meeting…” his voice trailed off. “And what full-court press are you talking about anyway? All I’ve done is stare and spill shit and try not to drool to obviously.”


  Sara gave him a look dripping with skepticism, then shrugged and climbed into her expensive German SUV.  “Besides,” he leaned into her open window. “You are in no position to give relationship advice. You and Jack act like a married couple ninety percent of the time. Why not just become one?”


  “Since when do you advocate for Jack Gordon?” She stared straight ahead. “Never mind. I don’t want to hear it.” He jumped back as she hit the window button, watched Rob chatting with Lila another minute. A tiny finger of jealousy licked at his consciousness, unsure who he was jealous of at that moment; he leaned on the truck. Lila looked at him once, setting his nerves on fire again.


   


  **** 


   


  Lila’s hand shook as she downshifted. The rust-bucket car shuddered and came to a stop at a red light. She lifted it off the shifter, observing the trembling with a sort of distant objectiveness. Swallowing the strange lump that had risen in her throat in the last hour or so, she rolled her head around and tried to dispel the tension. She stared at the gauges, then out the window, and then jumped when someone behind her honked. Since it was the Midwest, she’d probably been sitting at the green light for a minute or two before being gently reminded to move it along.


  It had been a solid year and a half since her husband had announced he was leaving, that he’d lost his job at one bank, was going to another one, and she would have to move out because he’d sold the house. Their house. Oh, and an added bonus to the agony, he was “with” someone else. Some hotshot banker bitch at the place he was leaving. An entire eighteen months of second guessing herself, of coming to terms with her own failure as a wife, until she’d found some new friends, including Sara who’d convinced it was pretty much not her fault at all.


  A tear slid down her face, one of millions she’d shed. But the phantom voice of her ex-husband somehow did not sting so sharply now. No, a new vision floated through her brain.  That of one tall, handsome, blond man with a quick grin, and a quieter, just as good-looking guy with deep green eyes and darker hair, both of them watching her. She sucked in a breath.  Sara had told her about her brother and his partner. She knew what they needed. She put a hand on her stomach and bit her lip. Sara had tried to talk her out of it, but one thing she knew how to do was get and stay pregnant. And, truthfully, she wanted to be again, even if it meant a loveless business arrangement.


  Sara had made it clear that the two men loved each other and had no need for a third, but they wanted something she could provide. Now that she’d gotten a look at them she wanted it even more, but her heart sped up a little too fast when considering a simple business deal. Lila sensed how first Blake, then Rob, had reacted to her. It could be something more, something complicated.  And complication was the one thing she could do without. She parked, climbed out of her car, determined to walk away from this whole thing. But, one quick glance at the gleaming black truck and the two extraordinarily good-looking – okay, she admitted to herself—smoking-hot men emerging from it, and Lila knew for the first time in her life how it felt to have truly wobbly knees.


  They walked toward her, little girls between them, all hand-in-hand and cozy. Could this be the answer? Or would it only lead to more questions? She sucked in a breath as Sara put an arm around her shoulders, startling her. “Okay sister. You sure you want to go this route with these boys?”


  Lila was still dumbstruck by the sight of the men, together. Her brain spun with erotic visions, so vivid she had to look away from them to dispel the tangle of arms, legs, lips and hands that tumbled through her brain. “I’m, um, not sure.” She managed to croak out to her friend.


  “Well, don’t jump into it because they want it. Be sure about it first.”


  Lila nodded, face flushed with anticipation and embarrassment as she followed behind the foursome of the two men and little girls. Wondering, not for the last time, which one of them was better looking.


  Rob did his best during their lunch to put everyone at ease, but Lila kept stealing glances at Blake, wondering why he seemed so damn tense.  They all had beer with their lunch, and the little girls sat at their own table nearby, acting grown up.  The longer they sat and chatted about everything but the reason they were here together, the more tension Lila got from Sara’s brother.


  At one point Blake shoved back from the table, startling everyone. Rob looked up into his lover’s eyes, placing a hand on his arm. “You okay?” Lila watched a brief give and take between them in a glance as a thrill went down her spine.  Rob’s natural, soothing presence complemented the other man’s intensity well. She had to pick up her glass and take a sip to cover the blush that crept up her face. This was like a weird fantasy somehow. When Sara had first mentioned the whole scenario, Lila had surprised herself by jumping with eager questions, and it wasn’t just about the money they would pay.


  She yearned to be needed. Madison was an independent soul, loved her no doubt, but Lila ached to carry and hold a baby. Of course, the attorney Sara had found to represent her interests in the whole thing kept reminding her she would have nothing really, once the child was born, other than an extra thirty thousand dollars in her bank account. Money she sorely needed. 


  Blake nodded, but walked away presumably to the restrooms. Lila patted her lips with the napkin and stood. The urge to comfort the man overwhelmed her somehow. Rob smiled his approval as she walked by but she kept her eyes on the retreating back of the shorter, more boyish-looking man. Her heart pounded as she narrowed the distance between them. He turned at the last minute, his hand on the men’s room door, as if he knew she’d been following him. His jaw clenched; his deep green eyes ablaze with frustration. She stepped back, suddenly unsure.


  “I’m sorry,” he muttered, starting to shoulder his way in to the bathroom.  With a bravery she never knew she possessed, she grabbed his arm and entered ahead of him, pulling him behind her.  Bewilderment replaced the tension across his brow. She flipped on the light, shut the door, and pressed him against it, keeping her hands on the amazing swell of his strong biceps.


  “I’m not here to take him from you.” Her lips were close to his and the urge to kiss him nearly made her faint. She kept talking. “I want to help you guys. That’s all. Okay?” Blake looked up at the ceiling. She let him a minute, then tugged his chin down so he faced her again. Her whole body zinged with an erotic energy she had not felt in years.


  “What makes you want to do something like this?” His deep, raspy voice asked a simple question, but she didn’t know where to start.


  “I was married. To a guy who I let fuck me in the parking lot of the bar where I worked, thinking he would somehow rescue me.” She sucked in a breath, held onto his arms and continued, needing him to know the truth about her. “And he did, for a time. We were happy for about a year. Until he figured out I wasn’t suitable enough to parade around with his wealthy friends. I loved being pregnant. I love my child. But he was an ass.”


  She stepped away from him, her breathing harsh in her ears. “I’m one step up from trailer park trash, I suppose. So I don’t blame you if you….”


  Blake frowned, swallowed hard, cupped the back of her neck and covered her lips with his. A small noise escaped her throat as he flipped them around so she leaned against the door, shoving his tongue into her mouth as she met him more than halfway.


  She plunged her hands into his thick hair, molded her body against his as he kissed her with an intensity she felt all the way to her bones. He broke from her lips, kissed his way down her neck, yanked up her shirt to get at her breasts. She squirmed, feeling a little sweaty but when she realized he didn’t care she let him suck her nipple in to his mouth.  “Dear god,” he groaned around her flesh. “You are … perfect.” She smiled up at the ceiling, and then pulled his face up to hers again.


  “How soon can we start?” Blake grinned and her heart nearly sailed out of her chest at the sight of his perfect, boyish face, those amazing emerald eyes. He slid his hand down, and she shifted so he had access down her shorts. He caressed her long-neglected flesh with fingers and lips, rubbing the hard nub of her clit then sliding a finger inside her body quickly, capturing her moans of pleasure in his mouth and adding his own even though she had yet to touch more than his face, hair and shoulders. The unmistakable bulge of his desire heated her thigh. “Better stop,” she gasped, still whirling from the orgasm. “Or I’m gonna jump you in here. I thought this was a collaborative thing.”


  They emerged a few minutes later, and she ducked into the ladies' room to splash some water on her face. They’d been gone long enough to make it a bit awkward. She observed herself a few minutes as water dripped from the ends of her hair that had escaped the ponytail. Get a hold of yourself Lila. This is not love. This is sex. Sex with a goal and a purpose. And a price. But, she sensed a slow slide into an emotional pit, one she’d spend the next few months scrabbling out of, but willing to go there, if it meant quality time with those two men.


   


   


  Rob kept up the small talk, but as time went by and Blake and Lila stayed gone, he felt his irritation morph into anger. Where the hell were they? He forced himself to concentrate on Sara as she gamely covered, but after a while they sat, quiet, the obvious absence of the other two a void neither of them was willing to breach. Finally, Blake flopped into his chair, hair a little messy, Rob noted coldly, color high in a way he recognized instantly.


  “Everything okay,” he asked, keeping the ugly green monster lurking around his vision out of his voice, or so he thought. Blake gave him a significant look.


  “Yes. It’s perfect.” Sara glared at him, then over at Rob.


  “Okay you two. You’d better just have it out now. She’s willing. Her attorney has a contract for you to sign. You shouldn’t, ah, do… you know, anything until your attorney reads it and you guys agree to terms and conditions.”


  Rob threw his napkin down, pushed back from the table. “I’m not so sure now. Maybe she isn’t the right one. Hell,” he ran a hand through his hair, his heart pounding from a full-on jealous moment, but whom he was jealous of was another question. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea at all.” Blake sipped, stayed quiet. Rob’s ears buzzed with a rare bout of temper. “Well?” He clutched the edge of the table. Sara’s eyes darted from her brother to him and back again.


  Blake stood, tossed some money on the table without looking at his sister. “Let’s go.”


  


  Chapter Two


   


  “You do realize that you are making an ass of yourself, right?” Rob’s voice cut through the thick tension between. Blake kept his eyes on the road, not willing to rise to the bait. So many emotions swirled through him he couldn’t put his finger on one and pin it down much less identify what he’d done that made him an ass.


  He pulled into their driveway and sat, trying like hell to stay calm. “I think this whole thing is a mistake.” He finally spoke, turning the key off but staying put. He gripped the wheel, unwilling to look at Rob. “We, you and me, we will not share well.”


  Rob’s harsh laughter startled him. “Really? Funny, seems like you were all about sharing her earlier. Especially after you guys spent about thirty minutes in the bathroom. … you know, ‘talking,’" he hooked his fingers into quote marks. “Jesus.” He spit out, looking away from Blake. “I mean, I get it. She’s hot and all and obviously willing. But I… I don’t know.”


  The defeat in Rob’s voice made Blake’s chest ache. He reached out to touch his lover’s face but Rob jerked away.  He kept his voice low, even, realizing that it was his turn to make the mature decision. He’d spent many years letting Rob take care of him. The tables were about to turn. Blake took a breath and looked over at the man he loved. “I don’t want this enough for it to hurt you. I mean it.”


  “Bullshit,” Rob muttered and looked at the roof of the truck, then got out without another word. Blake watched him walk toward the house, shoulders slumped hands in his pockets. Cursing his own selfishness and the moment he’d decided that kissing Lila today was a good idea, he followed Rob up the steps to the large front porch.  At the last minute Rob turned and faced him, his eyes dark with anger. “Look, I understand what’s happening. I’m okay with it. I’m not going to be around much longer and you…”


  A lick of raw fury lit Blake’s brain. He grabbed Rob’s arm, shoved him back against the door. Putting his face mere centimeters from the other man’s equally angry one, he growled. “Can the fucking pity party will you? This isn’t about replacing you or whatever the hell it is you’re pissed about. As a matter of fact, it isn’t about you at all for a change. It’s not about me either. It’s about us, our future, and our happiness as a family.”


  Rob shoved him back so hard he stumbled. They stood and stared at each other for a split second. “You know what, you have no idea what I’m going through. Trying to placate me with concepts of our family is not helping.”


  Blake’s face burned, his chest was so tight he could barely breathe. Anger made him speak before he thought. “Well it’s the only thing getting me through it. So fuck you and your defeatist, shitty attitude.”


  Rob’s eyes narrowed, his face set in hard lines Blake knew well. He was shutting down, as usual. He kept talking, willing to deal with the fallout later. “That’s right, it’s shitty. Just like you waiting years to even tell me you were sick. Or how the whole of fucking Ann Arbor knew about poor Rob and his cancer before I did. And I’m the one you claim to love.”


  He watched Rob’s face, realized he was being a dick but unable to stop. He’d danced around this long enough. He took a step closer to him, head pounding with stress. The urge to grab the man, hold him close, apologize and promise to be more supportive—all the things he’d been doing for the last however many months - nearly overwhelmed him. Nearly. He shoved his hands in his pockets and turned away but kept talking. “I don’t begrudge you your friendships even with that colossal ass, Gordon. But, I feel like even he knows more about you that I do. I mean, you guys have had a few years to adjust to the fact that you are…that you have…shit.” Blake mind would not settle. He put his hands on the thick post at the corner of the porch. He wished Rob would approach him, touch him, take some of this incredible burden off his shoulders. He turned, and tried to keep the tremor out of his voice. “I’m sorry you’re sick, Rob. I love you. And the very real concept that you may die soon makes me even more sleepless than I already am. So, as much as I want a family with you, we won’t do this thing with Lila unless you are one hundred percent bought in. Period.”


  Rob sighed and leaned back. He crossed his arms and stared hard at Blake before speaking. “I already feel left out.” The matter of fact way he spoke these gut-wrenching words made Blake gasp.  “I can’t stand the thought of you with her without me. You and her, with our child, without me. The goddamned fact of the matter is, Blake, that’s exactly what will happen. You know it and I know it, and me blowing sunshine and roses up everybody’s ass with a good attitude doesn’t change it.” He held up a hand, stopping Blake from bridging the few feet between them. “I want this for you because I love you. I want you to be happy. Nothing makes me feel better than when you are happy. Trust me when I say, this is not for me. None of it.” He jerked open the door and stomped inside leaving Blake dry-mouthed with dismay.


   


   


  Rob’s entire body ached. The last round of chemo, while not nearly as rough as it had been in his life, made him feel like ants were crawling under his skin. He wanted nothing more than to flop down on the couch and sleep, preferably with his head on Blake’s lap. This whole thing, his attempt to find Blake some kind of happiness so he could be sick in peace, had imploded.


  He leaned on the sink, gulping down water that tasted like copper, thanks to the poison still lurking in his system. He berated himself for the millionth time. It wasn’t enough that he’d let go, allowing himself to feel and love, and to be loved back. After all the years of running, first to Christine, then from René and Kyle, he had finally found Blake. The time and energy he spent convincing the man to trust him, and now, he was doing exactly what he swore he would never do again. He was going to hurt someone because his miserable excuse for a body would not stop ganging up on him.


  “Fuck!” He slammed the glass down on the counter, knowing full well it would shatter. The satisfaction of the mess did nothing to improve his mood, low-level headache or bone-deep exhaustion. He’d been affected by Lila too. He knew it and could admit that part of his issue today was a mere matter of testosterone-induced jealousy when he figured out what Blake had been doing with her. Blake, ever the caretaker, had had his radar pinged by yet another damsel in distress.


  A hand settled on his shoulder but he shrugged it off, retrieving a broom and dustpan from the closet. There were too many harsh words clogging his throat and he really didn’t want to fight. The recent memory of Blake’s dazed face, slightly messy hair and Lila’s blush when they returned to the table made his ears burn again. Blake tried to help with the cleanup. “Don’t.” He barked. “Just, leave me alone. All right?”


  “Sure,” Blake lifted both hands and backed away. The look in his eyes one Rob had seen so many times before, in his parents’ gaze as they watched him wither away in a hospital bed.


  He dumped the shards in the bin, slammed it shut and walked out still ignoring Blake, knowing he was being unreasonable. He flopped on the couch, closed his eyes, tried to relax. But for the first time in a while, Blake did not get the message and stay away. He sat across from him, leaning on his knees. “Funny, I sort of thought this whole thing was about you.” His voice stayed low.


   Rob’s eyes flew open, staring at the ceiling. Blake kept talking. “I mean, I wanted this for you. I want a baby, don’t get me wrong. But I want our baby, you know? Not just because you think I want it.”


  Rob put a hand over his aching eyes. “You do want it, Blake, you told me so, remember? On the cruise?”


  “Yes, I remember. But…” Blake rose and settled in next to him. Rob tried not to shift away. He wanted nothing more than to be held, but something in him would not give. This was his role. He was the soother of ruffled feathers, the keeper of the easy button, the guy who knew immediately what to say, or do, or not do to keep everything on an even keel. This reversal thing was just one more example of his weakness.  “Would you just relax?” Blake admonished him. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. You need to sleep. You have another chemo appointment tomorrow.”


  Rob groaned and slumped against Blake’s strong torso, letting the other man hang onto him. He felt Blake’s lips against his hair.


  “I love you.” He whispered against Blake’s chest.


  “I know,” Blake eased him down so his head was on Blake’s legs, smiling when the television came on tuned to a European soccer game. The sounds of the call, the smell and feel of Blake’s legs underneath his head, his hands smoothing Rob’s hair made his eyes droop and finally close.


   


  ****



   


  Blake kept his fingers threaded through the silky strands of Rob’s white blond hair, his other hand resting on the man’s shoulder as he slept, allowing himself a brief nap. He woke with a start, noted he’d managed about fifteen minutes of uneasy rest and realized what had forced him awake. The doorbell dinged again. He eased out from under Rob, putting a pillow under the man’s head and a quilt over his legs. How such a strong, virile, healthy-looking man could be essentially dying from the inside out baffled him. He swallowed past the lump in his throat and went to the door. Sara and Lila stood, both looking nervous. He smiled and leaned on the door.


  “Ladies,” he kept his eyes off Lila lest he act like an idiot again.


  “Hey, let’s go for a walk.” Sara tugged him out onto the porch.


  “What? Now?”


  “Yes. Now.” She nodded to Lila who seemed to shrink into herself a little at Blake’s stare.


  Then she straightened. “Yes. Please. I, um, want to talk to Rob, alone.”


  Blake kept staring, confused. “He’s asleep. Probably for another hour or two. The chemo…oh…” He looked down.


  “It’s okay. I know about it.” Lila put a hand on his arm, making his nerves to another lusty tap dance. “I just think he and I got off on the wrong foot today. I’ll go in and wait, if that’s okay.”


  Blake looked at Sara. “Well, if you think…”


  Lila nodded. “Yeah, I do.” She leaned and pressed her lips to his, for a split second, reminding him what had started all this in the first place. He blushed, coughed, looked away, rolled up on the balls of his feet. Lila watched him, a smile playing around the corner of her mouth.


  “C’mon brother. I need the exercise. Or ice cream. And we can do both from here.”


  “All right hang on. Gotta get some shoes.” Blake walked back in, flipped the TV off and watched Rob sleep for a few seconds. He stirred, rolled over onto his back, arm thrown up over his head. The sheer magnificence of the man’s body, even under a quilt, and clothes made Blake’s scalp tingle. What in god’s name was he supposed to do when…? He clenched his fists and forced the thought away.


  Lila sat, curled her feet up under her on one of the huge leather chairs across from the sleeping man. “Go on.” She insisted. “We’ll be fine.”


  Blake nodded, unable to find the words for such a moment and followed Sara down the steps.


   


   


  Voices pierced the fog of sleep. Doctors, nurses, his parents, all calling for him. Then Blake’s face ghosted across his brain, his huge green eyes filled with tears. Everyone was dressed for a funeral—Sara, Blake, Jack, Kyle, Christine, René. His funeral. “Wait,” he kept saying, trying to get their attention. “I’m not dead. I’m right here. Blake!” He sat bolt upright, chest heaving and heart pounding. “Shit.” Sweat dripped down his face. He felt his shirt sticking to his back. His mouth tasted like he’d eaten batteries for lunch, the sick metallic ooze of medicine coated his nasal passages.


  Someone handed him a glass of ice water. He took it and sucked it back so fast he got a brain freeze, but at least the coppery taste was gone. Finally, he looked up and realized Lila was standing there. Her small frame still dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, her feet bare, gnawing on her lower lip. She was near perfect feminine perfection. She wanted him to have sex with her, impregnate her, watch her grow big with his child, knowing full well he would not be around much beyond that. He looked away.


  “I’m sorry,” He muttered, setting the glass down on the leather ottoman. Sorry for so many things he couldn’t even begin to name them all.


  She sat perched on the couch arm. “For what?” Her dark eyes challenged. The plump pink of her lips tempted. No wonder Blake had jumped her. Jesus. He ran a hand down his face.


  “I don’t know. For mixing you up in all this, I guess.” He sat back.


  “I just wanted to talk with you a minute. Make sure we are clear about something.”


  He looked at her, still a little too fuzzy from his nap to compute that she was mad. “Okay...” he said slowly. The female psyche had always been a mystery to him and he knew when to tread lightly.


  “This is a business arrangement.” She stated, sliding down to the couch next to him. His skin pebbled at her proximity. Alarming, but true. “I need money. I like to be pregnant. You and Blake want a baby. We’ll have a legally binding contract for all of it, including the health care piece. Bottom line is I don’t have decent insurance so you guys are on the hook for all the prenatal stuff and delivery.”


  Rob shifted in his seat, uncomfortable at the sterility of her words.


  She ticked off things on her fingers. “I won’t be sleeping over. I have my own apartment and don’t want to leave Maddie alone. I don’t cook or clean. I don’t do romantic dinners or any of that bullshit. This is business.” He smiled when she repeated herself.  “My next ovulation cycle is in about,” she checked her phone. “Three days. Should not take too much…ah, effort. I’m as regular as clockwork and healthy. And...”


  Rob put a hand on her leg and she nearly jumped off the couch. “Hang on a sec.” He stood, wandered into the kitchen for more water, mainly to put some distance between them. Amazingly enough, all her pointed, no-nonsense talk made sense and put him at ease. He looked up to see her standing in the kitchen doorway. He leaned back against the counter, facing her. “So, you have this contract ready to sign?”


  “Yes, my attorney does.” She fidgeted with her hair, kept biting her lip, shifted her weight from foot to foot. Rob stayed still, watching her. She was like a petite, black-haired female version of Blake with her nervous twitches and need for control. He smiled, and held out a hand. She took a few steps forward to take it in a business-like shake but he gripped her and tugged her close. “But,” she resisted. Rob kept pulling and by the time her small frame was close to his and his arms were around her, his brain finally stopped clanging and let him enjoy the feel of her.


  “I figure since we are going to be having sex, I can at least get a hug. So I don’t feel like a sperm donor.”


  She laughed, and then looked up at him. She was truly beautiful. He kissed her then, without thinking about it, and it felt like the most perfectly natural thing in the world. He cut it short, not willing to go any further until the three of them sat and talked, signed whatever contract she had and everyone’s heads were wrapped around this bizarre thing.


  She moved out of his embrace. “I’m not taking him from you, you know,” She tilted her head.


  Rob nodded. “I know.” He ran a finger down the porcelain skin of her cheek, then across her full lips. A tear formed in one of her eyes and he caught it.  “I am so sick of making people cry.” He leaned away from her, again crossed his arms. “It’s what worries me most. I can’t stand the thought of him, of Blake, unhappy and I am about to do something that will ensure his unhappiness. Something I can’t do a damn thing about it seems.” He sighed. She mirrored him, crossing her arms across her chest. “It’s why I freaked out today, I think. I mean, you are…well, perfect, and I am making no guarantees about Blake not falling for you. Hell, I’m already doing it.” She blushed, a lovely rose-colored shade. “So now there is yet one more person I’m making unhappy. I just…” he closed his eyes.


  The feel of her soft palm on his cheek made him open them again. “It’s okay Rob. You should let us worry about being sad. You have enough to focus on. Blake said this chemo round is working so far, right?”


  “Yeah,” He pulled his phone from his pocket when it buzzed with a text. Blake, asking what kind of milkshake Lila wanted. He and Sara on their way back and had stopped at Washtenaw Dairy.  He showed it to her. Her face split into a huge grin as she typed her answer. Rob looked at it.


  Double chocolate malt.


  “Hmm…” He put an arm around her and led her out onto the back porch. “A girl after my own heart.” They sat in the glider in comfortable silence interspersed with brief bouts of laughter at the sight of the dog next door running in circles around a tree that had long ago emptied of squirrels.


  


  Chapter Three


   


  Six Months Later


  Blake watched the familiar figures on the screen, felt Rob’s hand in his hair as they lay together on the couch. Constant “trying” to get pregnant had become a bit of a chore and Blake was getting worried about Rob’s obsession with it. It took up too much energy. Energy Rob didn’t need to spare. Blake sat up and kissed him. “Hey,” Rob smiled. “What’s that for?”


  “I’m going away this weekend. I’ll take Maddie to the soccer thing. Call Lila, have her stay over. Just the two of you.”


  Rob narrowed his eyes. Blake shrugged. “I’m not going to pretend I like thinking about you together without me but I’m do think that we are trying too hard, you know?”


  Rob threaded his fingers through Blake’s. “Go on.”


  “I mean, she’s a nervous wreck about this, not being pregnant yet. And I want it to feel, I don’t know, more natural or something.” He sighed, ran a finger down Rob’s rough jaw. “I think we agree, we want this first baby to be yours anyway.” He gulped, unwilling to acknowledge why they wanted that so badly. “She told me that this weekend should be the perfect time…”


  Rob sighed. “I have to make a confession.” Blake stiffened. Rob put a hand on his chest. “I love you, you know that right? I mean. I will never, ever love anyone like I love you.”


  Blake nodded. “I know what you’re going to say.” He kept his voice low. The last months had been one long erotic fantasy. They’d had more sex in more ways with each other and with Lila than he even knew were possible. The time they spent outside of the bedroom was just as great, somehow. She loved hanging around with them, had a dry, natural sense of humor, loved to putter around the house, tidying up after their admittedly sloppy selves, had organized the laundry room, the basement and the back garden with a smooth efficiency.


  He actually loved waking up with her nestled between them. Although that did not happen often. She didn’t like leaving Maddie with Sara all those times. They’d tried to convince her to just bring the girl here, they’d fix up a room for her. But she’d balked, loudly, which had led to their first huge, group argument a few days before.


   


   


  “You can’t just co-op my whole life!” She’d yelled across the bed as she yanked a new set of sheets to the corner. Rob had tried to help, Blake had stayed back, wondering what in the hell he’d said to bring this on. “We have an ‘arrangement.’”  she’d put her fingers up in quote marks. “I get it. I’m not moving in or moving my daughter in, so just get over that. Me living here won’t get me knocked up any quicker.”


  Blake had stopped her as she tried to stomp out of the room. “Wait, Lila, I think maybe you misunderstood…”


  Blake sensed Rob’s rare anger about to explode across them all. “No, Blake,” the other man ground out. “She’s right. Let her go. We don’t have any say about what she does or doesn’t do when she isn’t here trying to get “knocked up.” He used his fingers to mimic her earlier gesture. Blake stared at him. “So go,” he’d stared hard at her. The connection between their locked eyes was a visible bolt of emotion that glowed red.  “Come back. When you’re fertile, I mean,” he’d turned away. Blake and Lila stared, open mouthed at him. “It’s not like I’m in a hurry here.” He'd stomped out. A tear slid down Lila’s check.


  Blake took her hand, pulled her to a chair then sat across from her. “He is convinced he’s dying, even though his last checkup was fine. Not perfect, but fine.”


  Lila had wiped her eyes. “You know, Sara tried to talk me out of this. She knew you guys would be tough, and that I…well, that I’d get attached. I think she tried to scare me away with the cancer thing.” She’d clutched his hand, her dark eyes filling with tears. “I don’t care about the cancer. But you have to know something,” she'd sucked in a breath, looked down. “I love you. And I love him.” With that, she’d swiped a hand over her eyes and left the room and the house without another word.


   


  Blake and Rob had stayed silent the rest of the day, each of them needing space to confront whatever it was that tortured them individually and as a group. That night, he’d sat, staring out onto the backyard, sipping bourbon, as the rest of the world slept and he kept his vigil.  His body felt languid, but his brain buzzed with residual worry and stress. Rob’s checkup had not been great. He knew enough by now to realize the implications of it.


  His throat had ached with unshed tears as he draped a leg over the arm of the large chair, letting the cool Michigan night air caress his overheated skin. He’d allowed his mind to drift, to encompass the unimaginable. Life without Rob. Sensing that was part of Rob’s frustration lately, Blake acknowledged to himself that Rob had likely been doing it too. Picturing the three of them: Blake, Lila and the child together, without him.


  “Hey,” Rob had kissed the top of his hair. Blake stayed quiet, tried to quell the urge to sob. It wouldn’t accomplish anything. Rob had moved around beside him, held out a hand. “Come to bed.” Blake shook his head. 


  But Rob had tugged him up, rough, urgent, kissed him, making them both breathless. The hard planes of Rob’s body against his, the hard press of flesh, of heat, of desire brought Blake’s cock to attention so fast and hard he got a little dizzy. Rob had reached into his shorts, fisted him, wrestled them over to the couch. “I need you,” he gasped.  Blake groaned as Rob’s lips covered his flesh, as his cock slid into his lover’s mouth, down his throat. He gripped the man’s hair, shoved himself in further, needing this hard, fast and now. An orgasm roared up from his spine, sending energy shooting through every nerve ending. “Wait!” he’d yelled, and pulled Rob up to his lips. “Not this way.” He’d grunted as Rob tugged his hips down, grabbed the lube from a side table drawer and slipped his fingers inside Blake’s body, reaching high as he leaned into to suck and tug at Blake’s erect nipples.


  Rob had slipped his other hand between them, used the lube to slicken his palm up and down Blake’s shaft as he tilted his hips and slid into Blake’s body with one deep, hard stroke breaching the tight ring of muscles quickly, forcefully, making Blake shudder and cry out in a roil of agony and ecstasy. Rob had kept his fist moving, pumping Blake’s cock as he fucked his ass with hard thrusts. “Gonna come baby,” Rob grunted. “Come with me. Give it to me Blake. Ah god!” He pressed up, high, and Blake let go, coating Rob’s hand and his stomach with his fluid as Rob’s hips pumped into him again and again.


  He’d cupped Rob’s face then, pulled him close. “I love you. So much. I want to make this work.”


  Rob’s breathing had slowly calmed, and he kept their bodies joined a minute longer, letting Blake cradle him against his chest. “So do I. But I’m scared. So fucking scared.” Blake let a tear slip from his eye already anticipating the nights alone he would have ahead of him, remembering moments like this one.


   


   


  Blake snapped back to the present, closed his eyes, then stared deep into Rob’s. “I think I love her, too. So it’s okay.” He stood, mind already dissembling, giving him excuses to not be wondering how the two of them would occupy an entire weekend alone. He knew his man, and realized it would be one long fuck session. He sighed. Turned and put his hand on the doorway from the kitchen. Rob sat as he’d left him, long, strong arms up on the couch, legs propped on the leather ottoman. “You guys need this. I’ll be fine.”


   


  **** 


   


  Lila glared at the grocery shelf in front of her eyes, not seeing anything but bright red, little starbursts of fury. She threw boxes and cans into the cart, not computing what they were, having silent conversations in her head with Blake, then with Rob. Trying to sort through the complex whirl of emotions she harbored regarding the two men, just being flat out pissed at them was sort of a relief.  Jesus.


  She put a hand on her chest, tried to calm her pounding heartbeat.  Realizing early on that working out some sort of equity thing was nearly impossible, she spent an inordinate amount of time convincing herself this was still purely business. That a transaction would occur sometime in the next year and she would be done, possibly never seeing either of them again. She would definitely not see her own child again as the two men raised him, or her, without Lila’s input. 


  But the breathtaking way the two men transported her between them, as if trying to one up each other between the sheets, using hands, fingers, lips, tongues and of course their amazing cocks in, around, and all over her…she bit her lip. One night was especially memorable when she’d said simply: “I want to watch.” The amazing erotic vision of the men, her men, pleasuring each other without regard to her as audience still had the power to bring moisture between her legs.


   Running a shaking hand over her eyes, she clutched a giant stack of Diet Cokes, tried to catch her breath. What a stupid, stupid thing she’d agreed to. Out of some combination of lust, desperation and a greedy desire to feel a child growing inside her again, within a couple of quick discussions with Sara, and a down and dirty grope session with Blake, she’d signed her body over, like it was some kind of womb-for-hire. She clenched her eyes shut, willed the tears back down. She was a womb-for-hire. Pure and simple and nothing more. The men had been doing nothing more than fulfilling their end of the bargain. She had, so far, not upheld hers.


  “Lila?” A voice behind her made her swallow the sob and turn. Sara, with Katie in tow, cart full of the usual compromises of wheat bread, fresh fruit and a gallon of vanilla ice cream stood, like an oasis in a dessert.  “You okay, hon?” Lila opened her mouth, but nothing would come out.  She shook her head so hard she nearly rattled her own teeth.


   


   


  In her usual efficient fashion, Sara had Katie and Maddie deposited in front of a video and Lila sitting at her kitchen table with two giant glasses of wine and some snacks within a half hour. Dazed, more than a little sore from all the male attention she’d received in the past months, heart aching with a reality she didn’t want to acknowledge, she stared into the deep purple liquid.  “I don’t think I can do this anymore.” Her voice sounded raspy to her own ears. Sara patted her hand.


  “Give them time. They’re both so…alpha, I guess. It’s probably hard for them too, you know, to sort out who’s doing what to whom and how they feel about it.” She sipped her wine, played with an olive. Lila sighed.


  “No. I mean, maybe that but the problem is…well….I guess I’ve...”


  “You’re in love with them.” Sara’s voice stayed soft. Lila stared at her.


  “Yeah. That. And Rob’s…”


  “Did you guys fight or something?”


  Lila gulped, tried the no-doubt expensive wine. It tasted like vinegar. She never had been much of a drinker and the copious amounts everyone around her consumed was at times a little intimidating. 


  Sara clutched her hand, searched her soul with those eyes that could easily be Blake’s. “Are you…did you...?”


  “Not yet. Not for lack of very enthusiastic trying.” Lila shook her head. Sara sat back. 


  Lila took a breath and tried to explain. “Rob is so damn stoic. Such a rock, you know? Calm, cool, collected. Even when it comes to his illness. And Blake…” Lila looked away. How in god’s name could she possibly love two men equally and as bone-grindingly much as she did these two? “Blake is like that cartoon puppy, jumping around the bulldog, always wanting to go, to do, to see, to move around.” Sara smiled.  “I’m sorry. I don’t mean it as an insult. They’re perfect together. I feel worse than a fifth wheel.”  Sara patted her hand again.


  “No, you’ve just given me a visual of my brother I won’t ever forget.” The women laughed. Lila tried to relax, but jumped up, started pacing Sara’s kitchen. 


  “I want so badly to give them a baby. And I’m certain I will. It’s just…” she stared out onto Sara’s perfectly manicured lawn. “I want to stay. I want to be mother to the baby, with them both.”


  Sara sipped, then spoke.  “I think they’d like that.”


  “Don’t humor me. We have an arrangement.”


  Sara laughed, but it was a harsh, unpleasant thing. “I know my brother, Lila, and I’ve seen his eyes when he talks about you. I’m jealous frankly, that you have found two perfect men and I can seem to figure out one for myself.”


  Lila snapped her mouth shut. “Really? I mean, you think…oh god.” She paced some more. “But we had such a fight, I mean…” Her head spun, trying to sort out how to approach them again.


  “Oh, you will fight. Those two may seem different but they both harbor a very male, very selfish perspective. They won’t always ‘share’ you well. But give them time. I told Rob already to just get over himself and invite you in, you know, permanently.”


  “I think that’s what he tried to do the other day. I blew up at him. But they are so…”


  “Yeah. Both thick-headed, bossy, male assholes. It comes naturally.”


  Lila dropped back into the chair across from her friend.  “Why aren’t you and Jack together, Sara?” She grabbed the other woman’s hand before she could walk away…


  “Because.” Sara said. “Now. I have a long weekend, but Craig is taking Katie up to the Traverse Tourney. Want him to take Maddie too? So you guys can... you know… kiss and make up?” Lila blushed.


  “Maybe. Do you think he would mind?”


  “No. Not at all.” Sara gave her a sad smile. Which Lila saw, then forgot, as her mind already raced with ways to make it up to her men.


    


  **** 


   


  On her way home her phone buzzed. She answered it on the way up the steps to her apartment. “Hey Lila.” Rob’s deep, rumbling voice made her tingle. Damn she had missed them.


  “Hey.” She let him lead the conversation.


  “Blake is going to take Maddie up to Traverse this weekend. For the tournament. That okay?”


  She’d stopped, confused. Then blood rushed to her face, realizing what he was telling her. “Sure.” She dropped her keys onto the coffee table, and sat before her knees gave out.


  “I want to take you out, to a nice dinner, a movie, concert, whatever you want. How does that sound?”


  Her throat constricted. A date. She’d not been on a real date since…hardly ever. “Sounds great. How should I dress?”


  “Dress up. Blake is going to grab Maddie after school, bring her home and let her pack. You’ll see him then. I’ll pick you up around seven.”


  “Wait.” She said before he could hang up. “What is this about?”


  “It’s about you, getting to know me. It was his idea.” She heard a hitch in his voice. It nearly broke her heart, but she straightened up, sent a silent thanks to Blake.


  “It’s a great idea. I’m looking forward to it.” She tried to sound stronger than she felt.


  “Me too. See you tonight.”


  Later, Blake stood at her door, hands in his pockets as Maddie rushed around like a banshee, thrilled to be going somewhere without her mom. Lila invited Blake to the kitchen where they could have a private conversation while the girl packed her stuff.  He pulled her close the second they got out of eyeshot, kissed her long and hard, leaving her breathless. “I love you, Lila.” She gasped, tried to wrench out his arms. “No, stop.” He held her closer. “That’s why I’m doing this. Because I love you and I love him and I need you to… you told me this weekend was…” she nodded, cradled his face.


  “I love you too Blake,” She surprised herself with the confession but it felt perfect so she said it again, kissed him once more and stepped back. “Yes, this is a good weekend for me. I think it will be perfect. Thank you.” Blake nodded and hollered for Maddie, unwilling to meet Lila’s eyes again. Sara’s words about stubborn, thick headed, selfish alpha males floated across her vision. It had to be incredibly difficult for him to give them this time. She loved him all the more for it.


  “Bye, Mommy!” Maddie kissed her then took Blake’s hand and headed out to his truck.  She held herself close a minute, took a breath, then jumped in the shower and soaked in the tub afterward, letting herself drift, running a hand over her stomach, imagining their child inside her.  Then them together, but as she floated along in a relaxed, semi-sleep a picture emerged. Her, the baby, Maddie by her side, and one man. Just one, standing with her. She knew this weekend for what it was.


  A last chance.


  


  Chapter Four


   


  Rob fiddled with his shirt collar, shot his cuffs for the millionth time, changed shoes once, and then sat, staring out the window. He tried a newly bottled beer of Blake’s but it tasted sour to him. Wine was no better. He was a nervous wreck, headed out on a date. Jesus. Finally, he grabbed the keys to the SUV, pulled out of the garage, and headed toward Lila’s apartment. His mind ran a thousand miles a minute. Words from doctors, from Blake, from more doctors, spilled around on each other, making him breathless.


  The fucking shadow was back. Smaller this time, and they’d put him on some low-dose meds he could take orally. They had assured him all his radiation and chemotherapies had not rendered him infertile. He’d made sure to have that test again. Tapping his fingers nervously on the open window as he waited at a red light, he caught the eye of an extremely attractive blond woman in the car next to him. She stared, blatantly, then smiled in a way he recognized. He smiled back, flashed the ring he and Blake had started wearing on their left hands and sped off.


  She opened the door before he had a chance to knock. He had to take a step back at the sight. Her petite, perfect frame was draped in deep red dress, simply cut, highlighting her womanly curves. Long black hair swept up in a casual style, with small pearl earrings dangling from her ears, she grinned, went up on the tiptoes she still needed even with four-inch patent leather pumps and brushed his lips with hers. A subtle, deep floral scent wafted from her skin. He put his hand over his heart.


  “Dear Lord woman. You are magnificent.” He meant it. If he could get away with it, he’d sweep her up right now, plunk her down on the floor of this crappy apartment and take her. But he’d promised a date. He held out an elbow.


  “Yes, well, I figure I’ve got an hour at best in these shoes. So make the most of it.” He took her in once more, head to luscious toe, and grinned.


  “I’d like to get you out of the dress before that…” She took his elbow and shut the door behind them.


  “Nope. Expensive meal at least first, please.”


  “Naturally. Anything for you, my goddess.” He was delighted to see a blush creep up her neck. Without thinking about it, he kissed her cheek. “You truly do look amazing.”


  “You clean up pretty well yourself,” She let him hand her up into the truck, and shut the door. He climbed in behind the wheel. Gripped it, then turned to her. Her soft brown eyes were calm, questioning.


  “I love you Lila. I need you to know that now. It does not mean I love Blake any less. But we, he and I, have admitted to ourselves how we really feel.”


  She slid a hand up his thigh. He stopped her. “If you do that another second you can forget the expensive meal.” He growled. She lifted her chin.


  “I love you too Rob. And Blake. And I’m starving….for more than food.”


  “Good, me too.” He gunned the engine, pulled up to his house again and ushered her in. Once inside, she held him close, enveloping him with her amazing scent. Her lips tasted delicious, the newly familiar curves of her body were perfect under his hands. “But wait, I did promise dinner.” He led her to the dining room, lit two candles and revealed a perfect table set for two. He pulled her chair out, put the napkin in her lap and poured her a glass of wine. She sipped as he sautéed the scallops in butter, then added them to the bed of fresh spinach, sprinkled it with crumbled apple smoked bacon then set the plate in front of her. “Wait.” He insisted, pulling his chair next to her. “I want to feed you.” She blushed again.


  He dredged a firm, white scallop in the golden butter and put it to her lips. She accepted it, sucking butter from his fingers. He kissed her neck after she swallowed, then did it again, and again until the food was gone. A bowl of fresh strawberries dipped in dark chocolate followed. She fed him some too, and they laughed about baby names, nursery colors, Maddie’s new obsession with wanting a bunny rabbit, just regular, domestic crap but he kept kissing her, running his lips down her neck, cupping one full breast then the other. Teasing, nipping, licking. Finally she stood, dragging him with her.


  “Jesus Christ, Robert, take me on this table or something.” He grinned, shoved the dishes aside and pushed her back on the thick walnut surface, unzipped his cock and did just that. The exquisite tight velvet glove of her body tugged him toward a quick release. The pulsing spasm of her lightning fast orgasm sent him over the edge. “Rob, look at me.” She gasped at the last minute. “Look me in the eye.” He did, and his vision got fuzzy as his eyes filled with tears that dripped onto the perfect silk of her dress as he groaned and came, deep inside her body.


   


   


  Lila lay awake, draped across Rob’s torso, listening to the soft snores of his sleep. Blake was right about one thing. The man could sleep through a tornado. She sighed, feeling more content than she had in her entire life. If only…she ran a hand across his lean abs. They’d laughed at themselves, still mostly dressed, boinking like rabbits on the dining room table. After cleaning up the mess of spilled food and wine they’d stood and stared at each other. “How did I get so lucky?” she whispered, sliding into his arms, taking long breaths of him.


  He kissed her hair, tilted her face up to his, slanted his lips over hers with a tenderness that turned her on nearly as much as the rough play he usually preferred. Keeping their lips together he picked up her and carried her into the bedroom, unzipped the dress and let it puddle around her feet, then proceeded to kiss each and every inch of her flesh, ending with her writhing on the bed, legs draped over his shoulder, his lips and fingers bringing her to climax after climax, leaving her drained and quivering.


  He’d stood, hand on his long elegant shaft, eyeing her. She smiled, reached up and tugged him down onto his back, then climbed on top, taking him inside her with a quick shift of her body, gasping at how deep he went at that angle. He’d gripped her hips, dug his fingers in as she rode him slowly at first, loving the delicious friction against her clit, then increasing the rhythm, sensing him near his release. He yanked her down to his lips. “I’m gonna come. Oh Jesus,” he groaned, kissing her. She felt him stiffen inside her then release, the warmth of his seed filling her deep as her body pulsed in response and their bodies completed the ancient dance of attraction, fulfilling their shared purpose.


   


   


  She sighed, and listened to him sleep for at least an hour, unable to settle, and praying to everything she knew that new life had started inside her already. She kissed his shoulder, and tasted the salt of her own tears, realizing this weekend for what it was before drifting off in a troubled, restless sleep, jerking awake when she heard him. He sat on the side of the bed, his broad shoulders shaking and heaving in a horrible coughing fit. He stood, held up a hand, tried to get control of himself. She ran to the kitchen for water, held it to his lips as he sputtered and tried to catch his breath. Then held him close, rocking back and forth as he settled back into sleep after taking some medicine he’d told her to grab from the cabinet. “I’m sorry.” He muttered, running his hand up and down her bare arm.


  “You have no reason to be sorry. Now sleep.” She kissed his soft golden hair and tried not to cry.


  


  Chapter Five


   


  Eight weeks later - Lake Michigan


  Rob stumbled to the bathroom, held himself up against the wall as he emptied his bladder, coughs rattling through his aching chest. Blake followed him, bleary eyed, and worried looking. “You don’t have to follow me all over the damn house.” He muttered, shoving past him on his way to the kitchen for water and a pill.


  “Sorry.” Blake flopped back on the bed, cradled Lila from behind and fell instantly asleep.  Rob watched them a minute and tried like hell not to be so angry. This was how it would be; he knew it. Blake would have Lila, Lila would have the baby she wanted so damn badly, and he…he’d be fucking dead. He lurched out into the living room, needing something to break.  He couldn’t draw a decent breath anymore, had to take medication to ward off pneumonia daily, and he was pissed beyond belief.  Now, that his life was finally on track. Now the motherfucking, goddamned, cock-sucking cancer librarian came back, and she was calling his book due.


  “We’ve isolated the cancer Rob. We can keep it inside your lungs. That seems to be working. But it keeps taking up more space. I’ve put your name as a priority on the donor list. I’d take one but would prefer both, if possible. In the meantime…you should prepare yourself…” The words echoed around his head, making him utterly insane.


  But today was a day he simply would not ruin. No. This day was Jack Gordon’s wedding day. He was determined not to fuck it up with his bullshit disease.  Blake wandered into the lake house living room, made coffee, found some fruit and poured it over yogurt.  “Hungry?” he asked. Rob shook his head. He had zero appetite anymore. The gross metallic feeling in his mouth precluded that. Sara’s dress lay across the couch, a light, floaty, white sundress style. Blake’s parents were at their lake house about a mile away. The ceremony was taking place on the stretch of beach in front of Blake and Rob’s house, near sunset. 


  Sara’s one-time boyfriend Craig, now a doctor, had come with Suzanne, with whom he had struck up an easy, go-slow relationship. They were in a rental a little further down the beach. Jack, Evan and Julie were at a hotel where Jack and Sara would stay the night. They were heading to St. Bart's on Monday for two weeks of honeymoon. Katie would stay with her grandparents on the lake. Rob sighed, and touched the nearly effervescent fabric of the dress.


  Blake put a hand on his shoulder, kissed his cheek. “Big day. One I never thought I’d see.” Rob nodded, looking up when Lila appeared at the doorway holding something that looked like a Popsicle stick. Her full lips were grinning, her dark eyes glistening. He smiled back. “What’s that?” he accepted the cup of coffee Blake handed him.


  “Oh nothing,” she kept her voice light as she padded over to them. She took the coffee cup just he was about to take the first sip.


  “Hey.” He muttered, still half pissed off. She slid into his lap, arms around his neck, lips to his ear. She reached up to grip Blake’s hand, bring him around to the front of the saggy, beach house quality couch. She put his and Rob’s hands on her flat stomach.


  “We are pregnant.” Rob sucked in a breath. Blake smiled. They kissed each other, and then took turns kissing her.


   


  **** 


   


  Blake blinked into the bright, but fading sunlight. The wedding planner was worth his fee. It seemed as the whole thing had come off without a hitch. His sister looked glorious and deliriously happy for the first time in her life. Her new husband, the guy Blake had made a point to hate for a good long time before admitting that the two of them were perfect together seemed a little dazed. But every time he looked at Sara, his gaze sharpened in way that satisfied Blake completely. The men all wore khaki’s rolled up out of the sand, soft white cotton shirts. The only thing that distinguished Jack from the wedding party was a small red rose pinned to his pocket. 


  Sara’s dress was perfect, made her glow like an angel as she made her way down the many steps from the house to the beach as the harp and violins perched on the second level deck played Mozart and Pachelbel. Julie, Lila and Val, her wedding party stood on one side of the minister, Jack, Rob, Evan and Blake on the other. Blake and Sara’s parents stood nearby, their mother wiping her eyes, their father alternatively evil-eyeing Jack or staring glowingly at his daughter. Katie and Maddie walked ahead of Sara, dropping flower petals on the sand.


  The ceremony itself was simple: The necessary words, music and an exchange of equally unaffected rings, a surprise since Jack was known for showing off how much he could spend on shit like that. But Sara had insisted, and so they wore matching bands of pure platinum, etched with a date that had significance to no one but the two of them. The weather cooperated, the catering was perfect, and the eighty or so friends who’d been invited all showed and shared the day. Photos were relaxed and fun; none of the stiff “wedding party” style they wanted to avoid. After posing Blake, Rob, and Lila together, Suzanne, Craig and Katie, and the usual bride/groom and daughter and the requisite parental shots the photographer grabbed a beer and took a break. Rob had nodded at the guy, pointed over his shoulder. Jack and Sara stood, silhouetted nearly perfectly against the setting sun, arms around each other waists, foreheads together. The photographer had snuck up and caught that perfect moment.


  Blake collapsed into a lounge chair clutching a beer, mind still reeling from the day. As he watched Rob get food for Lila and settle her into a nearby chair it occurred to him they hadn’t told anyone yet. He smiled, feeling but sheer happiness flooding through him at the sight of Rob giving Lila bites of his food.


  Sara flopped into the chair next to him. Jack handed her a glass of lemonade, put a hand to her face and kissed her, before moving into the small crowd to greet more guests.


   “Tee totaling it sister, dear?” Blake asked. She smiled at him, motioned Lila over to sit next to her. Rob moved a couple of chairs over so they could sit together.


  “Well?” She looked at Lila, who blushed. Rob looked at Blake and then shrugged.


  “We,” Lila took Sara’s hand, “are pregnant.” Blake spit out his beer and sat up. Rob laughed and clapped him on the back a couple of times.


  “Excellent.” He declared, rising to his feet and lifting his own glass of lemonade. “To fertility.” He shouted, as Jack joined them, pulling Sara to her feet and planting an embarrassingly enthusiastic kiss on her in front of everyone.


  “Get a room, kids,” Rob ordered, before sitting back down, out of breath. Jack stared into Blake’s sister’s eyes a good long time. Blake pulled Lila down onto the lounge with him, let her lay back against him as he put a hand on her stomach, kissing her shoulder.


   


  **** 


   


  “So,” Jack wandered out onto the lower deck after the last guest had made their way to rental houses or hotel rooms. There was a large breakfast planned in the morning at one of the nearby resorts and a golf outing after, but people had lingered, enjoying the perfect July night, the bonfires Blake had laid out, the remainder of the food and drinks.  “Daddy eh?” He handed Rob a glass full of bourbon. Rob took it, still staring out over the darkening Lake Michigan. 


  “Apparently. Hopefully I’ll be around for…” Jack jerked him to his feet, gripped his arm, and nearly made him spill the expensive brown liquor onto the wooden floor.


  “Cut that shit out, right fucking now Frietag. I mean it.” Jack’s face was near his. Rob frowned, tried to wrestle out of the other man’s grasp. “You have life by the throat. Remember?” They stood, staring at each other a minute.


  Then Jack’s face crumpled. It was a moment Rob would never forget. Soft music trickled down from the upper house, girlish laughter, adult conversation, the sounds of life made his chest clench even tighter. His friend slumped into a chair. “Ah shit. I’m sorry.” Rob stood, frozen in a sudden wash of panic. He didn’t know how to die. How did one do that anyway? What did you say to people? The long slow slog up the cancer hill and he’d reached the top, it seemed. Lung transplants were rare, because it required someone else to die and for that dead person to somehow be a perfect match.


  He tried to breathe, remembered his capacity was diminished then decided to get drunk instead, downing the burning hot bourbon in two gulps and handing it back to Jack. “Bring the bottle down.” Jack nodded and bounded up the stairs, returning with the Woodford Reserve in minutes.  “Go. Have your wedding night. god damn you.” He muttered into his second glass. 


  “Oh hell, Sara claims she wants to stay here, so I guess I get to spend my wedding night on your shitty ass couch my friend.” Rob scoffed at him. “I know, pussy whipped, that’s me. And happy to be so.” He raised his glass, Rob touched his to it. “To us. All our years before. And many years ahead.” Jack’s strong jaw clench.


  Rob sighed. He hated reducing perfectly strong people to weeping ragdolls. “To you my friend. And your happiness.” After another strong pour his head swam. He leaned forward, put his hand on Jack’s leg. “When I do go, I want a party, right fucking here.” He pointed to the sand at their feet. “No more tears than are necessary. Lots of booze, food, loud music, all of it. Promise me.”


  Jack nodded. But Rob insisted. “No, you asshole. Promise me. Like you mean it.” Rob felt his eyes burn. His chest hurt like of a son of a bitch, he could hardly stand it, but he would be damned if he let on tonight. This was Jack’s night.  He deserved one free of cancer drama.  Jack put a hand on his heart.


  “I solemnly swear. No tears. Only laughter. Lots of booze, food and whatever the fuck else it is that will get you to shut up about it. It’s not something I want to contemplate until I have to. Got it?” He tilted his glass at Rob.


  “Rob? Jack?” Lila’s voice wafted down. “You guys hungry? We’ve got leftovers up here.”


  “Fuck me.” Rob muttered. Jack patted his shoulder. Rob shrugged him off and stayed well after his friend had gone up, staring out onto the dark lake.


  


  Chapter Six


   


  Seven-and-a-half months later


  Lila woke for the millionth time, groaned and tried to roll over, gave up and waddled into the bathroom to pee for the thousandth time. Rob was asleep, his brush with cancer in a seeming sleep mode as well, to the wonder of all his doctors.  After the wedding weekend, he had rallied like a champ; the shadow retreating once more. He, Blake and Lila set about making the house perfect for a larger family, setting up a room for Maddie who was ecstatic about having uncles same as Katie and a new little brother or sister. They decorated the baby’s room in bright primary colors, the crib was ready, the closet stocked with the necessary diapers, wipes, onesies, all of it. She ran a hand across the changing table, soaked up the baby atmosphere she loved so much—a powdery, clean newness that made her scalp tingle in anticipation.


  She and Sara had tracked nearly at the same pace, and they’d had a hilarious, mostly drunken couples shower one weekend at Jack and Sara’s new house. Katie had gotten the dog she’d been asking for, bringing on similar “I want” noises from Maddie. Their due dates had been literally within days of each other, still about two weeks away.  But Sara had gone early and was now home with Brandis Robert, her and Jack’s son.


  She wandered back into their bedroom, observed her men in their familiar sleep poses. Blake on his back, arm flung over his eyes, half-uncovered, naked. Rob on his stomach, arms under the pillow, one foot hanging over the end of the bed. Also naked. Something in her stirred at the sight. She slid between them, ran her hand down Blake’s torso, gripped his morning hard cock, making him groan and pull her close. “Horny?” he muttered. She smiled. They were so accommodating, her men. She nodded, licked his nipple, pleased when his cock twitched in her hand. “Mmmm…Let me see what I can do,” she lay back, propped up on pillows as he lapped at her swollen breasts. “Dear god you taste good,” he sighed, cupping the other one.


  Rob stirred, surprising them both. They’d been known to fuck like mad right beside him at night, as he slept unaware, only to wake up and blearily declare that he smelled sex. He raised his tousled blond head, smiled, then paid attention to her other nipple, tugging gently, running a hand over the swell of her stomach. She groaned as his fingers located her swollen clit. Blake’s hands roamed over her belly, then met Rob’s as they worked together to bring her to a breathless, clutching climax. She stretched, loving the feeling of being so ripe and full.


   “Ow! Jesus.” she yelped. Rob leaned up on an elbow, eyes worried. Just as she was about to get up he started coughing. And couldn’t stop. He sat, face red, waving her away as she pulled on a robe and tried to help him to his feet. “Blake!” She cried out, and he came running, still dripping from the shower. “Call 911!” Rob kept wheezing, half coughing, tears running

  

  from his eyes. He tried to stand, then fell to the floor. “Now!”  She doubled over as the first contraction hit.


   


  ****



   


  The dream was beyond strange. There was a boat, and what seemed to be mounds and mounds of hop flowers. Green buds and vines piled all over the damn thing. Rob tried to shift them, to get to … something he couldn’t name. They wouldn’t move. They got bigger. Until the heap of green, bitter smelling vines towered over him. He heard a baby cry. Then he woke.


  “Rob?” A nurse stood over him, hand on his wrist. He tried to lick his lips. They felt like two slabs of beef jerky, dry, leathery, disgusting. She put a straw to them and he sucked down what felt like gallons of water. Then had a five minute coughing fit that had her adjusting things at his IV line. He flopped back on the thin hospital pillow. He struggled up, remembering. 


  “Lila!” He cried out, the nurse smiled.


  “She’s out there. Hang on.”  Rob sucked in the horribly familiar stale hospital air. The last air he’d likely breathe he now. The door opened. Blake walked in holding something. Lila was in front of him, in a wheelchair. She looked exhausted, Blake looked even worse. Rob’s throat closed up. Lila stood and made her way to him, lowered the bed rails and climbed in, snuggling close. He smiled. Blake tucked the bundle in his other arm.


  “Our son.” Blake’s voice broke and he gripped Rob’s hand, then Lila’s. She stared up at him sleepily. Rob looked down as Blake moved the blue blanket aside. The sleeping infant startled, waved his arms around, made a bleating sound then settled back into sleep. Rob thought his heart would pound out of his chest.


  “Our son,” he croaked. Lila kissed him then climbed out of the bed. Her absence made him cold and he was about to ask her to get back in when the door opened and the room filled up with Jack, Sara, Evan, Craig. He was surprised when Suzanne kissed him, the baby, hugged Blake and stepped back as Craig put an arm around her. Jack held another baby in one arm. 


  Some alarm or another went off near his head but Craig silenced it, telling them all it was nothing to worry about. But he excused himself, kissed Suzanne, whispering something to her then left the room. Rob tried to take a breath, couldn’t. But he held his son close, loving the warmth of his small body, as everyone around him chattered and tried to act like it was perfectly normal to be here, with two newborn babies, his woman in a robe, his man near tears at his bedside. A familiar anger wormed its way into his brain. He banished it. Kissed his son’s forehead. And watched as his friends got on with their lives. 


  Blake leaned into him, brushed his hair back. “Gabriel, like we said.” He moved the blanket aside so Rob could see fingers and toes. “Perfect.” He kissed the boy’s small nose. Rob looked up at the ceiling and tried like hell not to lose it.


  “Um, what happened to me?” He honestly did not know.


  “Pneumonia. I It’s better now.” Blake smiled at him. “But..”


  Rob blinked. “I know. The book’s due, isn’t it?”


  A tear slid down Blake’s cheek. “I’m afraid so my love. But I’m taking you home. Okay? In about a week. Lila and Gabe come home tomorrow. I’ll get them settled. Then Craig has arranged for a bed we can put in the living room, near the big window in the back, and a full time nurse.”


  “What happened to hospice,” Rob couldn’t believe he was being so calm. But really, what were his options? The baby stirred, started to make snuffling noises.


  Lila kissed Rob, and took the baby from his arms. “He’s hungry.”


   Rob nodded, dazed. Jack, Sara and Suzanne each kissed him or patted his hand then wandered out. Lila sat in the recliner and put the baby to her breast. The boy nuzzled around a minute then latched on. Lila gazed down at him. Blake put a hand to Rob’s face.


  “Oh god. I don’t want to go.” He sighed and saw a tear hit the baby’s face, making him flinch but not deterring the basic need to feed.  “Blake,” he gasped, gripping the man’s hand. “Get a doctor. There’s got to be something we can do. I’ll do the chemo even though I said I wouldn’t. Radiation whatever…whatever it takes.” Blake climbed up on the bed, held him close and they watched Lila feed their son. “There isn’t anything else is there?”


  Blake shook his head. “Unless you can get a transplant. And I’m holding out for that.” Rob’s body shook, but Blake held him and he fell asleep. When he woke, the room was empty.


  


  Chapter Seven


   


  Two weeks later


  Blake sat in the back yard, an empty six-pack of one of his first bottled batches by his side, clutching a nearly empty bottle of Jack Daniels. He’d uttered every curse word he could think of, had run for miles, kicked the living shit out of soccer balls for hours, held Gabe, watched him and Lila sleep, held Rob’s hand as they got the final verdict from his posse of medical experts, all of whom agreed. Unless the unlikely event of a lung transplant presented itself, Rob had weeks if not days left, at best.


  Now, he was well and truly drunk. Off his ass. Shit faced. Three sheets to the wind. Blotto. Polluted. Pick your phrase, motherfuckers. He lifted the bottle. In just ten short years, he’d gone from puppy sick in love, to heart shredded, to saved, to fulfilled, to family. And now? He’d obviously done something in a past life to bring this fucking shit down on his head. How in the hell would he do this without Rob? He clutched the chair arm and focused on the horizon. The baby cried. Then was silenced. Lila wandered out, plucked the bottle from his hand and put it to her own lips.


  Blake looked blearily at her. “Will we ever stop crying?” he slurred, wiping away the tears that streaked her cheeks, then staring at his wet fingers as if he’d never seen them before. “Jesus Christ, will this ever stop hurting? Fuck!”


  “Shhh…” Lila handed him the bottle back, put her hands on his shoulders. “It’s okay.”


  “No, god dammit! It is not okay. None of this is fucking okay. It’s as messed up as messed up can get. Don’t you get it? I can’t do this without him!”  He jerked away from her, fury and alcohol making his vision blur. “He’s the man. He’s the grown up. He’s the one who organizes, and fixes and… and …I can’t…” Agony gripped his chest as he heaved the half-empty bottle against the side of the garage, satisfied with its shatter and mess. He turned. Lila had gone back in the house. Not that he blamed her. He was weak, lame. And this whole thing was only going to get worse.


  After a few minutes, another form approached. Sara. She put a hand on his shoulder and he went into her arms, long suppressed sobs choking his throat, as she held him, guided him back inside and down on the couch.


   


  **** 


   


  “All right sleeping beauty,” Blake busied himself around the room, checking on the baby who cooed in his state-of-the-art seat.  “Let’s get the fuck out of this place shall we?” He smiled down at Rob. After a day of brutal hangover recovery, dotted with bouts of throwing up and embarrassed apologies, he’d rallied. The bed had been delivered and set up right where Blake wanted it, next to the large window looking onto the back yard.


  Rob sat in the chair, his face pale, an oxygen tank next to him, tubes leading to his nose. He nodded. “Tired. Can we go soon?” Lila patted his shoulder, looked up at Blake expectantly.


  Blake glanced around. “Where the hell is the discharge nurse?” Sara stuck her head in the door.


  “Hey guys.” She took one look at the scene, called back over her shoulder for Jack who came in and quietly took over. “Honey,” she put a hand on Blake’s shoulder nearly making him leap out of his skin. “Why don’t you go pick up Maddie and Katie from my house? Julie’s there with them. Bring them over to your place and get them settled and used to the new furniture arrangement. I think we’re gonna be at least forty five minutes here.” She glanced up at Jack who was crouched down beside Rob. “You know these stupid processes take forever.”


  He nodded, ran a hand through his hair. “Are mom and dad still around?”


  She nodded. “In the waiting room.”


  He sighed. “Well,” he glanced back. Jack had put Gabe in Rob’s arms and the man looked less miserable for a change.  “If you think so.” The nervous energy coursing through him was making him edgy, snappish and he knew it. The concept of Rob at home, dying as he and Lila watched made him want to throw up. But he had to be in charge now. He passed a hand over his eyes. “All right. I’ll stop and talk to them, then go get the girls.” He pulled Lila in for a kiss.


  She smiled up at him. “It’s fine Blake. Gabe and I will do the ambulance ride home with him. You go. Get the girls settled. It’s a good plan.”


  He put a hand on Rob’s face, kissed the baby, gave Sara a quick squeeze then slipped out into the hallway.  When he saw his parents, his resolve nearly broke. His mother folded him for a hug. His father, ever the cold asshole, stood, hands in pockets muttering about “transplantation possibilities.”


  Blake stood, held out a hand, his father took it, then, to his utter surprise, yanked him close and held him so tight Blake could barely breathe.  “I’m proud of you, son.” He whispered, then let him go, clapped him on the shoulder and walked away. Blake stared after him, speechless. His mother kissed his cheek.


  “We will be by tomorrow after you guys get settled in. Why don’t you plan to get him out a little, while he still can? I’ll take the baby. Just tell Lila to leave enough breast milk for a few hours. We’ll be fine.” She patted his arm. Blake nodded, his father’s words, so longed for his whole life, rattled around in his brain.


  “Uh, Okay. Good idea. See you tomorrow.” He kissed her again, and then headed for the door. The bright sunlight of the mild early May afternoon hit him between the eyes. He glanced down at the gas gauge, making a mental note to stop and fill up on the way to Jack and Sara’s house. His brain was still going a hundred miles an hour, as he realized each day would be a whirlwind of nursing care, baby care and death. His head pounded with exhaustion as he pulled into the busy afternoon traffic.


    


  ****


   


  Lila walked the fussy baby up and down the hallway waiting for all the protocols to be fulfilled. The doctors did not want Rob discharged to home. They kept making noises about hospice, wanting him nearby, in case a transplant became possible. But it was all noise. She knew it and loved Blake even more for recognizing it and insisting they bring Rob home. Finally, Gabriel dozed on her shoulder. She loved holding him and would do it all the time if she could. His small form made her feel safe, made her believe this whole nightmare was that—a bad dream.


  After about an hour, Jack poked his head around the door.  “He needs more pain killer. No sign of the docs yet?” She shook her head. “Somebody should call, Blake let him know we have a delay of game over here.”


  Sara said good bye to her parents before they left, then wandered back over, put her arm around Lila. Her phone buzzed. “Hey Julie.” She answered. “No. I mean, he left here easily over an hour ago.” She looked at Jack who shrugged.


  “He may have stopped at the grocery.” Lila said, still taking deep breaths of Gabe’s baby smell. “We had less than no food at home.”


  “Okay,” Sara spoke into the phone. “I’ll try him. But if he’s not there in fifteen, call me again.” Lila heard tension creep into Sara’s voice that sounded so much like Blake’s she chuckled. Sara sighed, and Jack emerged, put his arm around her. He was damn good at anticipating his wife’s needs, Lila noted, not for the first time. 


  Another hour came and went. Sara was pacing now, kept calling Blake’s phone, but only getting voice mail. Lila tried not to match their panic. Blake was fine. Maybe he’d gone home and fallen asleep. God knows he needed it. She nursed Gabe again, watched Rob sleep after finally getting another dose of morphine. She must have dozed off, holding the baby in her arms, warm, toasty, and safe. The second before she awoke she saw him as clear as day. Blake. His green eyes snapping with some mischief or another, his lean strong body loose and relaxed, his face….she gasped, and lurched awake, making the baby shriek with alarm. Rob startled once then settled back into his drug-induced haze. The door was shut, the room unbearably stuffy.


  She put the baby back to her breast and he settled to the task, calming her once again. There was some sort of commotion outside the door but she let it go on a bit before noticing a familiar voice. Sara’s. Screaming one word, "No,”over and over again.  Lila’s heart pounded as she put the sleeping infant in his seat, adjusted her shirt and walked what suddenly seemed like miles between the chair and the door as the screaming settled into heart breaking sobs.


  She opened the door to find Jack cradling his wife as a nurse knelt next to her holding a needle to her arm, Craig hovering over them both. Jack’s blue eyes were dull as he held Sara still so the woman could stick her. Sara’s mother and father were nowhere to be seen. Then Rob’s doctor’s appeared with a clipboard, headed straight for her his face set in grim lines. She shook her head, backed away.


  “No.” She muttered. “No.” The nurse helped Sara up, led her to a nearby room and presumably into a bed. Jack got to his feet, then looked up at her. He and Craig walked toward her. She backed away.


  Jack spoke and her world shattered into a million agonizing pieces.


   


  “Honey. There’s been an accident.”


  


  Chapter Eight


   


  Two Years Later


  Lila rolled over to escape the bright shaft of sunlight piercing the shades. She reached out in the small bed, found it empty and pulled the cover up over her already expanding shape. Before she called out his name, she remembered where she was. And why.


  A soft knock on the door forced her to face reality as opposed to pulling the blanket up and sleeping through this second anniversary date like she really wanted to. “Yeah,” Her voice was croaky, throat dry. A familiar pain settled in around her chest and started to spread.


  “Hey,” Sara stood at the door, clad in jeans and a U of M t-shirt, long blonde hair scraped back. Her face was drained of color, but for her red-rimmed eyes. She held two steaming coffee cups, but seemed reluctant to enter the room.


  “Come on in,” Lila pulled herself up to seated, trying not to bitch about how unwieldy she’d already gotten at six months. The kid would be big no doubt. Just like the last one. But she smiled and rubbed a hand along the lower edge of her belly, loving the little flutters of life she detected.  “Thanks.” She accepted a mug. “Sit down.” Sara kept her distance at first, and then perched on the edge of the bed, plucking at the ancient unraveling quilt.


  “Where is he?” Sara glanced out the small cabin window. Evergreens and shade trees blocked the view of the beach from this room. Lila sighed and sipped and eased the mantle of grief back over her head, unhappy but realizing it was a step she—that they all—needed to take. She looked up at the sounds of happy childish squeals and bare feet stomping up the steps headed to the kitchen. “Jack’s got breakfast,” Sara patted Lila’s foot.


  Lila frowned then let go of her worries about sugar overload. It distracted the older girls from the reality of the day. The boys had no real frame of reference for why everyone was so sad. It was almost summer. They were at a cabin on the beach at Lake Michigan.


  Why be sad? Why indeed?


  Sara blew out a puff of air. “Yeah. Jack’s specialty: pancakes and ice cream for breakfast. He hasn’t quite graduated from that.” Lila smiled at her, watching as Sara’s deep green eyes went watery again. “Sorry.” Sara lowered her head and Lila watched dully, the pregnancy making her slow to react as tears dripped onto her friend’s lap.  “How is that I’m always such a mess and you…”


  They leaned into each other a minute. “I don’t know," Lila admitted, but knew that she kept most of her grief private, possibly to her detriment, but there it was.


  Sara put a hand on Lila’s stomach. “I’m so glad you guys decided to have another baby.  Really I am."


  Lila tried to smile. “Well, I don’t know if it’s going to fix anything. We still aren’t…” She stopped, unwilling to share even with Blake’s sister how deep and wide the chasm of non-communication that existed in her house. It terrified her at times. She honestly did not know if they’d ever get past it.


  Suddenly the memory image of Sara sobbing and slumped to the floor against Jack rose, unbidden. Luckily they were already in a hospital. Sara got immediate treatment. Jesus, if she never ever saw the inside of a hospital again it would be too soon. Lila rose and headed for the bathroom. She needed time to think. Time to gather herself together, before she faced him.


   


  **** 


   


  When she emerged, showered and determined not to spend the entire fucking day crying, the kids were already out in the upper lawn, kicking a soccer ball around. She put her forehead to the cool glass and watched them. Her daughter, Maddie, with her partner in crime, Katie, bossing their younger brothers around. Being their fathers' sons to a tee, neither small boy was inclined to be bossed, however, so the resulting melee approached apocalyptic. She glanced over her shoulder. Jack stood, coffee mug in hand, watching them. “I’ll step in in a second.” He declared, putting a hand on her shoulder. 


  “Mom!” Finally Maddie screeched up from below. “Tell Gabe to stop stepping on my feet on purpose…Mom!”  She pounded up the steps. Stopped when she saw her mother. Tears sprang to her eyes. “Mommy.” Lila held her daughter while the girl cried herself out.  Katie put her arm around her dad’s waist deep green eyes so like her mother’s and uncle’s remained dry. Lila wished she would cry some. Let it go. But she hadn’t even then and didn’t seem inclined to now either. 


  Jack kissed the top of his daughter's head, steered her back outside. “Go. Play. Be in charge of the boys and try not to kill each other. I’ll be down in a minute to take you guys out on the boat.”


   


   


  Later, after a therapeutic cleaning of the nearly destroyed kitchen, Lila sat on the deck, sipping orange juice and watching the horizon. Sara slipped into the seat next to her. The quiet between them weighed heavy.  Sara put a hand over Lila’s. “Where does he go?”


  Lila pointed south. “Oh, all the way to the point, out to the lighthouse. He’ll be back for… you know... later.” 


  Sara nodded but they kept their hands clasped together tightly for at least fifteen minutes. Lila startled when Sara stood and stretched.  “So, he’s okay, right?”


  Lila kept her eyes trained on the beach. “Yeah. I mean, he has to be right? Thanks for coming this year. Really. I know it isn't easy.”


  “It’s better this way,” Sara leaned on the railing. The sounds of Jack and the kids floated up and over them. Birds sang. Wind rustled the trees. The water lapped at the edge of the beach. Lila’s vision blurred. All the usual sounds, the normal activity, but he was still gone. The nightmare simply would not end. Lila stood, unwilling to sit any longer. “Hey, where are you…” Sara called after her.


  She kept walking, ignoring everything. Her body required movement more than anything right now. She made her way down the huge flight of steps. The warm sand on her feet made her smile but the tears kept coming. The goddamned, motherfucking, non-stop tears. Anger surged but she repressed it. The baby gave a soft flutter, but it didn’t have its usual effect on her, irritating instead of soothing.  She should not have agreed to another child. Not now. It had been an act of desperation and she knew it.


  She headed in one direction, needing one thing. To see him, feel his arms around her. After all they’d been through, to be dealt this bullshit hand from life’s deck was simply too much. Plus, he had no right to be alone. She needed him now. They all did.  It was selfish to stay apart from them.  After about two miles she sat, and caught her breath. She let a large, cool rock prop her up and closed her eyes. Almost immediately she realized in that half-sleep state, that it was too late—she’d gone back there.


   


  The white room, the bleeps and constant noises of a busy hospital. The god awful smell that she couldn’t get out of her nose. The baby’s cries. Maddie’s constant questioning about Rob, why he was so sick. What was happening? The lack of sleep. It had been the worst sort of nightmare.


  She’d let it fool her. The "cancer librarian," he called it at the end, "calling his book due." Her eyes flickered as she tried to block the last bit even in her dream. But it came anyway, dark, and cloaked in horror. A lung transplant was unlikely although he was first on the list, according to the terminally chipper transplant team. He’d refused chemo. Wanted to hold his child, enjoy his family without feeling worse because of the “cure.”


  “Fuck chemo.” He kept saying. Blake had played along. She wanted to throttle them both, but she’d had a baby to handle. They’d camped out at the damn hospital for so long when the doctors had declared Rob ready for hospice she’d screamed, lashed out at Blake, scratched at his face. The denial had been so deeply ingrained in her she thought, just maybe, she could tear its eyes out—the cancer librarian's, the sadistic bitch crooking her ugly finger to take her man away from her. 


  Blake had held her tight, his strong arms keeping her from hurting him or herself or anyone else. They’d cried, together, her sucking in huge lungsful of his scent—the malty, yeasty, hoppiness he always carried around on him. He’d kissed her and forced her to look into his eyes. 


  “We're taking him home Lila. No hospital. No hospice, none of that shit. He hates hospitals. We will take him home. Okay? You and me.” She’d nodded.  And the arrangements were made.  


  Blake had rushed in and out to sort the ambulance transport. His nervous energy had made them all antsy. Sara and Jack and Craig had lingered in the hallway, waiting. Julie had the kids at Jack and Sara’s. Maddie and Katie had been promised some time with Rob. But Lila had her reservations about it for some reason.  Blake had hugged her, sat with Rob, talking softly and brushing his hair back. She shivered in her sleep, recalling the two of them. The last time she saw them together. Their amazing power, their love, their need for each other. Rob had reached out with his other hand and pulled her close.


  “Go on, get home” He’d insisted, innately trying to put Blake at ease. “Make some popcorn. I’m starving and I want to sit and watch soccer on my god damned gigantic TV with you guys. We’ll catch up.” He’d pushed Blake away. Blake was to pick up the girls, meet them at home and Lila would take the ambulance ride with Rob.


   


  An hour later Julie called Sara, wondering if there had been a change in the plan.


   


   


  As is the way with true nightmares, this one was too much and Lila forced herself awake, startled at how much the light had shifted. How long had she slept? She struggled to her feet, dusted her hands on her thighs and kept going. The one thing she needed was not to be alone right now. She needed him. They had to get past this, or their relationship would be worth squat, all the anguish for nothing.


  The promontory with the picturesque lighthouse swam in her wavering vision. She stepped up on to the warm concrete, smiling at the sight of his back. He sat, legs swinging out over the side. Kids with dogs and families ran across, around and behind her, but she kept her eyes trained on his broad shoulders. The pain was there again, somewhere between her chest and stomach, tightening and twisting.


  Lila gasped. Why did he still seem so far away? Would she ever get there? Was he just a figment of her imagination? She stumbled a little. The survivor guilt they both lugged around had kept them silent and unhappy for a solid year. And still things were not right. She meant to fix that.


  He rose, threw a few more rocks out onto the lake, turned and saw her. He put his hands in pockets as she walked up to him. She reached up, cradled his handsome, slightly scruffy face in her hands. His eyes were wet, but not quite as sad. He smiled, leaned down to kiss her and run his hand along the new swell of their child.


  He held her while she sobbed. “It’s okay.” He soothed. “I talked to him today. He said to get the fuck over ourselves and get on with it. To tell Sara and Jack and Katie and Maddie the same thing.” Rob’s voice hitched a little as she tightened her grip around his waist.  “He didn’t give up these lungs just for me to lose sight of how important you are to me.” Rob pushed her back, gazed at her with such intensity she nearly gasped. “I love you, Lila. I love our life. I love him still, but he’s gone. I won’t lose you too.” She nodded, bit her lip and let him kiss her once more. He broke away, staring at her with a frightening intensity. “Marry me. Be my wife. Please.” She looked away.


   


  Blake had been pulling out of the gas station at rush hour, the police told them. Watching one way, obviously eager to get the girls picked up and get home. He did not look the other way fast enough. The delivery truck, speeding up Washtenaw Avenue, slammed into Blake’s side of the car so hard it pushed him into the oncoming traffic. The driver of the car he hit took nearly a year to recover.  Blake lived long enough to get to the hospital and for Sara to sign the papers for organ donation since his parents had been unreachable at that crucial moment. Lila had sat with him, held his hand. Watched his beautiful bruised face in the deepest sleep possible. The sleep he could never achieve in life, and would ultimately never wake from again.


  After signing the organ donation permission, Sara had been unable to do anything but cry and Craig had kept her sedated. Jack sat with her a while, then joined Lila in the cold recesses of the morgue. She'd leaned into him, cried so hard her entire body ached for days afterwards. He’d had to coax her up, away from Blake hours later to greet Rob as he emerged from the surgery that saved his life.


   


  **** 


   


  Later, at sunset, they all stood together at the edge of the lake. The girls had made traditional Japanese stick and paper boats, everything biodegradable right down to the small nubs of candle wax to light as they set sail. Every child and adult had one to decorate in Blake’s honor.  Rob knelt down, surrounded by the children: Gabe kept his small hand on Rob’s shoulder, as if guarding him. Maddie enthusiastically handed out the hop flowers Rob had brought to decorate everyone’s boats. Katie hung back, sticking with Jack, her gaze level and flat. Rob tried not to be bothered by it, but he was. 


  At one point, as he explained to Evan and Julie’s girls what the flowers were and why they were using them, he looked up and met Lila’s eyes. He gulped, remembering how close he’d come more than once, to losing everything he held dear. She smiled at him, nodded, reminding him all was well. Jack knelt down to meet Katie’s eyes and spoke to her. She took her little brother’s hand and brought him to the group gathered around Rob. They all wore shirts emblazoned with the emblem of a new soccer team. An expansion one Jack had put the money together for with the help of a downtown casino and two car companies. The little boys grabbed a couple of the distinctive black and red team soccer balls and raced around like maniacs.


  Rob shook his head at his old friend’s ability to latch on to the oddest concept and give it life. He knew things were more than strained between Jack and Sara because of it. Jack spent many hours away from home, meeting with money people and with the Major League Soccer conference, convincing them to hand over the expansion franchise rights. For the moment, they had reached a détente. But Sara had lost weight and the haunted look in her eyes made Rob’s chest ache all over again, practically hearing Blake’s worried voice in his ear over his sister.


   He gulped and handed Katie a handful of the aromatic, green, leafy flowers. She frowned at them, then up at him. “I’m mad at you Uncle Rob. Daddy tells me not to be. But I am.”  He took her hand, letting the dried hops fall to the sand. 


  “I’m mad at me sometimes, too Katie.”  Her lip quivered, and she swiped at the tears forming in her huge green eyes.  He kept talking, distracting her as she moved slightly closer to him. “The thing is, I know your Uncle Blake isn’t mad at either of us. If anything, he’s glad. What happened to him was an accident. A terrible thing, but not a waste.” She reached out a trembling hand, touched his chest. Then sucked in a breath, nearly falling to the sand as a sob broke from her lips. Rob held her close, his heart crumbling as if there were anything left. He held up a hand to keep Jack and Sara back.


  Katie’s brother Brandis had taken his boat and was wading out too deep, yelling and splashing, finding trouble where there wasn’t any, as usual. His father’s son. Rob smiled, then guided Katie’s hand to her boat. She’d stuck a picture in it, one of her and Blake when she was two at a birthday party on Sara’s old back patio. She was in her high chair, her small mouth wide open with laughter as Blake stared at her adoringly. The sum total of her relationship with the man who had worshipped her from the moment she had been born.


  A hand settled on his shoulder as he held onto Katie and they watched the sun set on the small flotilla disappearing into the Lake Michigan gloom. He looked up and met Suzanne’s steady gaze. A tear slipped down her cheek and he stood and clutched her close absorbing her sobs into his newly healthy chest.  So damn many people the man he loved left behind. So fucking unfair.


  An unwelcome and familiar fury slammed into his forehead. But he shut his eyes, willing it away. He opened his eyes when Katie touched his cheek.  “It’s okay Uncle Rob. Don’t be mad anymore. I won’t be, either.” He kissed her cheek, accepting a beer bottle from Jack. 


  He gripped Lila’s hand and held on to her as if his life depended on it. Because frankly, it did. He kissed her, whispered in her ear as everyone lifted their glasses, cheering Blake along. The beer was Rob’s gift to him. “Blake’s Brew” was his super-secret IPA recipe and had, in the last year, become one of the most popular bottled craft beers in the Midwest. His legacy. Rob sucked in a breath at the memory of that conversation.


  “I’m sorry.” He said his voice surprisingly strong, and Lila nodded, her hand over her mouth, tears still drying on her cheeks.


  She turned to him, put her arms around his waist shut out the crowd. “I know Rob. I am too.” Settling her face against his chest, she sighed. “Let him go. He wants us to.” He tilted her chin up. 


  “I will never let go, but I will let him move on.” He closed his eyes against a pain as bright as the day he woke to find himself alive, and Blake dead. “I love you.  Marry me.”


  The cool air chilled as the fire Jack had built snapped and crackled, lighting everyone’s faces.   


  Suddenly, arms encircled him, Sara, Suzanne, Maddie, all his friends.  He sighed. “Good bye, Blake.” They all whispered. 


  


  Epilogue


   


  One Month Later


  Lila stared down at her hands, then out the window, and back down again, trying to quell the nervousness in her chest. The day was perfect - a classic Southeast Michigan summer,  just touching seventy five degrees, a light breeze sending clouds scudding across the blue sky. She closed her eyes tight, wishing for the millionth time to have that day back. The day they’d lost him. She touched her swelling belly, absently stroking and loving the feel of new life under her hands. A tear slipped down her face. Funny how a person never seems to run out of tears.


  “I can’t do this.” She whispered.


  Sara turned from the window where she had been standing. Her green eyes, so like her brother’s, were hard, angry. Lila flinched, looked away. Sara knelt in front of her. “What are you talking about?”


  Lila tried to pull her hands out of Sara’s grasp but the other woman wouldn’t let go. “This…this farce. He doesn’t want me. He thinks he has to or something, I don’t know. It’s…not right this way and you know it.”


  Lila stood. Sara let go of her, but followed her to the large window overlooking the grassy area beside the old chapel. They’d thrown this thing together, but it looked perfect. Lila bit her lip and leaned into Sara when she put an arm around Lila’s shoulder. Rows of white chairs, arranged facing a small, flower-covered arbor mocked her miserable state. She spotted Katie and Maddie, handing out small packets of birdseed to the guests. Jack stood next to Evan, his son Brandis on his shoulders, and her own son, Gabe, hanging onto Jack’s hand.


  Her heart stuttered in her chest at the sight of the boy. Quiet and serious, his deep brown eyes taking in everything around him, his shock of white-blond hair combed down, dressed in a tiny adult outfit complete with a real tie and brown loafers. As if sensing her distress, he looked over and, she imagined, straight at her. He was Rob, in perfect miniature. She sank into a chair, hands over her eyes.


  As the sounds of a harp and flute floated through the window, Sara pulled her to her feet, holding her hands in a vise once more. “Listen to me, dammit.”


  Lila shook her head, tried to walk away, desperate to escape the nightmare that had consumed them all.


  Sara took her shoulders and shook her. “I don’t know what in the hell has gotten into you but you have to stop. He needs you. Why would you think he doesn’t want this?”


  “Because it’s wrong,” the vehemence in her voice startled them both. “I mean, it’s Blake he wants. Blake he loves…still. I’m not Blake. I never will be and... oh shit.”


  Sara sighed and pulled them both back down onto chairs facing each other. “Blake is dead, Lila.” Lila watched the agony pass over her friend’s face at the words. “Rob loved him, yes. So did you. Shit, I loved him longer than either of you. But now we all have to let him go. Blake won’t come between you, if you don’t let him. He loved you both.  And, Rob... he loves you, just as much as he loved Blake. Stop feeling so fucking sorry for yourself and move on, be happy. He...” her voice broke and her eyes shone with unshed tears. “Blake wants this. You know he does.” She turned Lila’s face to hers when Lila tried to look away, to rise, to get the hell away from this day, another in a long, fucked up string of nightmares she’d endured for the last two years.


  When he woke from his medically induced coma after the transplant Rob had blinked, and then smiled, clutched her hand. Wanting to know immediately where Blake was. 


  She would never forget it as long as she lived. She’d had to bolt from the room, blinded by tears, unable to tell the man she loved that the other part of them, the one they both adored, had been killed in a stupid car accident. That he, Rob, now breathed, free of cancer, because of it.


  Jack had caught her in the hallway, turned her around and gone back in the room with her to tell his friend the horrific news.


   


   


  Sara’s voice broke through her fog of memory. “Listen to me Lila. He needs you. I need you to be together. You are my family now, goddammit, and I won’t let you talk yourself out of this. You are worthy of this life, worthy of his love.” She put a hand on Lila’s belly, smiling when the baby kicked against her hand. “This is your proof.”


  Lila started at the knock on the door. Sara stood and let Suzanne in then left, after shooting Lila a pointed look. The slight, red headed woman stared at her. Lila looked away.


  “Hey,” Suzanne said, walking around to face her. “I just wanted to check on you. I know how hard this must be.”


  “No, actually you don’t.” Lila knew this woman’s entire horrible story. But for now all she represented was a connection to Blake that Lila could not handle.


  Suzanne grabbed her hand. “Listen, Lila, this thing is beyond awful. But I need you to know something.”


  Lila tried to pretend she didn’t care. But she looked deep into Suzanne’s eyes and saw it. The woman she’d been that Blake had saved. And the woman she was now, trying to find her way around the edges of love again, with a new man despite how bad her experience with men had been. A sob ripped from her throat as she dropped into the chair again. Suzanne crouched beside her, hand on her arm, her soft voice a comfort. “I loved him too. More than I realized. But I’m here to tell you that despite how scared you may be, you are getting a good man with Rob. Don’t be afraid. He loves you. More than you probably know.”


  Lila looked up at Suzanne’s tear-streaked face. “I know you loved him. Blake was impossible not to love.” The two women put their foreheads together a moment. A soft rap on the door interrupted them.


   


   


  Rob’s heart pounded. He breathed deep, trying to tamp down the familiar guilt that threatened to suffocate him. Today, of all days, he had been determined not to feel it. He would let himself be happy, truly happy, and marry Lila. Complete their family. But he was ready to puke from anxiety and despair.


  “Be happy,” Sara had whispered to him earlier. He closed his eyes, and then opened them to see her. Lila, her small frame already swelling with their child. Her lovely eyes swimming with tears. Suzanne kissed him as he stood in the doorway.


  He pulled Lila to her feet, held her close, loving the press of the baby between them. “No more guilt, Lila. Okay? I mean it.”


  “It’s not guilt,” she pulled away, her eyes angry.


  He stuck his hands in his pockets and stayed quiet. They’d spent the first year after Blake’s death in a black hole of silence, unable to emerge, or share the agony. Suffering together, but apart. Living in the same house, dealing with a new baby, and saying no more than five words to each other. Both loners, unwilling to rely on the other for the support they each so desperately needed. The ghost of a man they couldn't let go of lay between them at night, sat with them at the kitchen table, and nearly ruined his life.


   


   


  After eighteen months of half-living, he had come home from yet another excruciating day at the pub, and been shocked to see her with suitcases packed, Gabriel in her arms.


  Rob had grabbed his son, kissed him, and turned to her. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  She’d met his stare. “I won’t live like this. I can’t. I’m… we have to figure out some kind of different arrangement.”


  “Different arrangement?” Fury had pounded into his head. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


  She glared at him, took Gabe from him. The boy clung to his mother and tried to reach out for Rob with the other but he kept separate. What little there was left of his heart broke into a million pieces at her next words.


  “I can’t live here anymore. I won’t take Gabe from you, but we have to sort out some sort of …”


  He’d grabbed her arm, pulled her close, making Gabe giggle. “You can’t leave me.” He’d been breathless with anxiety. “You just … can’t.”


  But she had.


  The next three months were even worse, and he'd never thought that could be possible. Gabe had bounced between them, reminiscent of the bullshit his friend Jack had endured with Sara when Katie had been that age. Then one early spring evening she’d dropped the boy off at his house, his body floppy with sleep. Rob had tucked him into his bed, kissed his cheek, and nearly run her over as she stood in the hall, watching them. “Sorry,” he’d mumbled, her sweet scent filling his nose and blinding him with remorse.


  She hadn’t moved, had put her hand to his cheek. “I miss you.” Her voice had been low and something in him snapped. He yanked her close, kissed her, picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. All the stress, anger, guilt, unhappiness and misery between turned in the blink of an eye as they reconnected. She reached for the drawer that held the condoms as he lifted his head from her breasts, his body aching, on fire with a need greater than he’d ever felt. Ghosts of his past roamed around in his head. Christine, René, Kyle, and Blake. But he shoved them away and focused on his future, with Lila.


  “No,” He took her hand, brought it to his lips. “Let’s try this again.”


  She had sighed as he slipped into her body, and wrapped her legs around him. “I love you,” she said, holding his gaze as he thrust into her. “So much.” The moment coalesced in his soul, and they cried out together in mutual pleasure, their tears mingling as they kissed.


   


   


  Rob shivered, remembering that moment. The moment that he’d narrowly avoided ruining his life even further. He squared his shoulders. Don’t be weak, Frietag. For god's sake, do not let her go again. “Remember?” He insisted, pulling her close. “I love you. I want to be with you forever.”


  “I know,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist again. “I’m sorry. I want it too. It’s just…”


  Rob tilted her chin up so he could look at her. “Let it go, Lila. Whatever it is. We have each other now. We have this,” he ran his palm around the curve of her stomach. “Us. Our family. It’s all I want, or need, in the universe.”


  She nodded and he let her stay quiet, knowing that, in her own way, she had processed it. He didn’t need to say anything else. He took her hand.


  “There are a lot of people out there waiting. So I’ll ask you one more time. Will you please marry me?”


   


  The End


  


  


   


  Escalation Clause (Stewart Realty Book 5)


  Coming Soon to Sizzlin' Books


   


  Sara gasped, sat straight up, blinking in the pitch-black bedroom. In tune as only the mother of an infant can be to every small noise in the house, she figured the baby had cried out. She waited and heard nothing. Then put her hand down to touch Jack’s sleeping form, and found empty sheets. Again.


  She sat, put her feet on the cool hardwood floor and let the reality of the day wash over her, nearly suffocating once she realized what had woken her up. Blake had been in her dream, his dancing green eyes and impish grin as real to her as if he stood in the room. If only he could. The past three weeks had been something well beyond her worst nightmare. She knew she still had yet to come to terms with the death of her brother because of all the details she had to attend to, not to mention handling her mother’s near nervous breakdown at Blake’s memorial service. The memories pounded in her brain, flashes of agony displayed by them all, but most especially Rob.


  “Jack?” She called out, needing him. Then sighed, remembering their fight the night before over his slow removal from her. Or, as he put it, “her perception” of his distance.


  “God dammit Sara, this is not about you, okay? I’m… busy. I’m preoccupied. I’m mourning yet another death in my fucking family.”


  But there was no denying it. He’d been edging away from her, from them all, emotionally. All of the preparation for the loss of one of Jack’s closest friends, Blake’s lover, Rob, only to be annihilated by the sadistic hand fate had dealt them, had affected him in a way she wasn’t able to process. All because he was holding her at arm's length. While she dealt in her own way. She bit her lip, determined to keep the tears in check as she walked down the long hall to the kitchen.


  Her own mental state was fragile at best, but she had held it together in a way that surprised even her. People needed her. Her baby, her daughter, her parents, her friends. She’d rallied into something she would swear Blake would've been proud of, , only to look up about a week after the accident to find Jack staring at her, his deep blue eyes flat. “Are you ever going to realize what this is, Sara? Really mourn?”


  She’d risen from the couch with the finally sleeping Brandis and left the room. How he didn’t realize that the only thing holding the edges of her sanity together was the forward motion, organization and non-thinking she was doing was beyond her. They hadn’t really talked since that day.


  She stopped in the door of his study, watching him pore over his latest project. Obtaining, of all things, an expansion major league soccer team for Detroit and building a state of the art facility for them downtown. It had become an obsession. One she didn’t care for at all. He ran his long fingers through his hair, making it stand on end as he turned pages of the latest book on stadium facilities. The computer had the official MLS website pulled up and sat blinking in the otherwise dark room.


  She walked to him, put a hand on his shoulder, hoping to do something to reconnect. She needed him. More than the physical, she needed him to understand how she was dealing with this, to see that she was dealing with it in her own way. Mostly, though, she just needed him to talk to her.


  He startled, then grabbed her hand. The touch of his lips to her skin made her tingle, and gasp with anticipation. Dear God, she had missed him on so many levels. He turned his chair around, took her other hand and yanked her down to his lap, slanting his mouth over hers, thrusting his tongue between her lips. Her body acted of its own accord, using well-worn scripts to find release at his hands.


  She stood and slipped out of the shorts she’d been sleeping in, never taking her eyes from his as tears crowded the space behind her eyes. She bit them back, leaned in to unzip his jeans. He stood so she could tug them down to the floor. They stared at each other, so many words between them, so many things left unsaid. But the physical urge that crackled in the room would not be denied. He sat back down and she straddled him, taking him inside her immediately, her body already wet and ready.


  “Sara,” He exhaled into her hair, then threaded his fingers in it, yanked hard bringing a familiar sweet edge of pain to her pleasure. He shoved her t-shirt up to get at her breasts. She rose and fell back onto his shaft, taking what she needed as he sucked her nipple, biting down and making her groan and her whole body contract. She’d stopped breastfeeding as her body had seemingly shut down after the tragedy, stopped producing milk. One more thing that made her feel inadequate. But she was never more grateful that she could have this moment with her husband. She cradled his head, fisted his thick hair, wanting to feel him all over her.


  “Harder Jack. Please. I need this.”


  He picked her up, still kissing her and walking them over to the couch. Never breaking their connection he grunted as they dropped onto the couch. The glorious sensation of his thickness filling and spreading her walls, the perfect way they fit together finally loosed the tears that had been lurking. She gripped his shoulders, wrapped her legs around him as he pounded into her.


  “Sara,” He groaned, shuddering, just as her own orgasm flashed through her body, making her cry out and hold him tight. He slowed, stopped, and slipped out of her. Then he sat, breathing heavy, one hand on her legs. “Thanks.” His voice was low. Her heart stuttered. She realized he was still gone. Tucked into a place of mourning not even she could reach. She sat, turned his face to hers and kissed him. Hoping like hell she could bring him back. They’d been through so damned much to get to where they were. Having Jack fade on her like was beyond alarming. It was terrifying. He broke the kiss. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I’m the fifteen-second man it seems.”


  He stood before she could say anything and walked out of the room just as Brandis let out a wail. Sara let the tears continue to fall. She honestly wondered how she could get through the next twenty-four hour cycle, and then the next one, then the one after that.


  “I’ll get him,” she heard him call. When he appeared in the doorway of the study with the squalling baby in his arms, the look on his handsome, well-loved face was blank, as if he were holding someone else’s baby. He handed Brandis to her awkwardly. The automatic, knee-jerk, perfectly natural thought that she couldn’t wait to call Blake, to get his take on Jack’s sudden recalcitrance made her gulp, and sob, her tears dropping onto the baby’s face as she tried to get him to take the bottle Jack had handed before walking out of the room.
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