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Water Under the Bridge

 

By Greyson McCoy

 

Landon Carter has endeavored to put his painful teenage years behind him, striving to become a secure, contented man who knows what he wants and has the confidence to get it. All his self-assurance threatens to crumble when he returns to his hometown to help with his grandmother’s business, only to discover that the boy who broke his heart all those years ago is… his grandmother’s lawyer.

Jason Murrin has a lot of regrets about the past, mostly because of the way he used sex to cope with the problems he faced as a young man. He caused a lot of pain, but the heart he most regrets breaking belonged to Landon Carter. Now, out of the blue, he might have the chance to heal that hurt—but first he’ll have to show Landon that he’s no longer the selfish bad boy he dated in high school.
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Prologue

 

 

Landon Carter

 

“HEY, LANDON, you wanna hang out?” I turned around, surprised to see the familiar trio of Marisa, Owen, and her cousin Jason in my garage.

“Oh, hey, guys. Sorry, I was zoned out.”

“Whatcha doin’?” Marisa asked.

I looked over at the junk my dad had asked me to sort. “Dad chores,” I said.

“Ugh, sorry,” Owen said, and I laughed at his pained expression. “Why don’t you skip out and join us? We’re going down to the river.”

I glanced at the crap I still needed to go through. “I don’t know. My dad will throw a fit if I don’t finish.”

“We can wait outside,” Marisa said, pushing the boys toward the door. “You look like you’re almost done.”

I shrugged, and now that I actually had some motivation, I quickly finished sorting the piles. Most of it was not worth keeping, but that was beside the point. It’d pissed Dad off when I told him I wasn’t going on the family vacation this summer, and this was his way of paying me back.

I tossed a pair of old roller skates on the Donate pile and popped outside to find the three friends leaning up against the garage waiting for me. They were a familiar sight. They’d all been best friends since they were little, to the point I thought of them as a unit.

They didn’t usually spend time with me, but it was pretty cool when they did. Out of the blue they’d show up, we’d hang out, have some laughs, and then they’d ignore me like I didn’t exist until they wanted to hang out again. Not that I minded. They were the cool kids, and I was the oddball nerd who spent all his time with his nose in a book.

“Okay, I’m done,” I said. “Ready?”

“Sure, come on,” Marisa said as she grabbed my hand and pulled me down the road while Jason and Owen followed.

We trudged along the empty road for a few minutes, then ducked between some trees and onto the path that led behind old Mr. Weston’s property and then below a bridge and down to the riverbank.

“So, you graduate this year?” Marisa asked.

“Yep, in a few more weeks. So does Jason.”

She smiled. “Yeah, you two are the same age. I always wondered why you didn’t hang out with us more.”

I laughed. “Really? You three are thick as thieves. I’m the odd man out. Always have been.”

“Not on purpose,” Owen said as he came up behind Marisa and me. “It always seems like you’re too busy for us.”

I looked at them, dumbfounded for a moment. “I mean, no, not really. We hang out, then you all seem to lose interest in me. I mean, it’s not a problem. I like hanging when you want me around.”

Marisa sighed. “We didn’t mean to ignore you.”

“Wait, why are y’all concerned about this all of a sudden?” I asked, confused.

“Well, ’cause we were talking about how few people we know in this town. Like, in school and out. When Jason mentioned your name, I realized how little we hang out with each other. It sorta feels personal.”

I laughed, thinking she was joking, then looked at the three friends whose faces remained stoic. “Wait, you’re serious? Dude, you three are practically glued to each other. It’s not like you’ve opened your clique up to anyone else. But it never bothered me, and I’ve enjoyed when you let me hang from time to time. Besides, in a few months, I’ll be going to college in Eugene.”

“Cool,” Marisa said, but Jason frowned.

When we reached the river, I plopped down on the riverbank and leaned back against one of the old posts that held the bridge above us. Marisa and Owen joined me, but none of us really said much.

After a while, Jason, who’d been throwing rocks into the river, came up and said, “We can hang out together for a few more months. We’ve still got the whole summer ahead of us.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, if you want to. I have a lot going on, but as long as, you know, you don’t mind working around me.” I thought for a bit, then smiled. “Hey, we can make a schedule. I know what nights I work. We can….”

Jason snickered. “You always overthink things, don’t you?”

I tried to play it cool but couldn’t hold back a pout. “No, I mean, I’m really busy with school and, you know, work and stuff. Aren’t you?”

Jason just shrugged. “Nah, I’m not into all the clubs and stuff you are.”

I shook off what felt like an insult. Yes, I was busy with clubs and stuff. I served on the student council and had honors club to manage, being its freaking president. But it had all paid off, since I got into college on a nice scholarship. Never mind it also gave me some semblance of a friendship circle outside of this hot-and-cold trio.

When Jason snorted, I looked back up at him. “You’re thinking about what I just said, aren’t you? Always overthinking.”

“Fuck off, Jason,” I said and got up to leave.

Jason’s eyebrows did that thing where he cocked one side. It had always been one of the hottest things I’d ever seen. I spent a lot of nights thinking about Jason Murrin looking at me that way.

Blushing, I dashed away from the group. I heard Marisa say something about Jason being a dick, but I didn’t care. I didn’t like being teased. Hated it, actually. The thing was, Marisa, Owen, and Jason had never done it before. Oh well, I thought, as I rushed back to the house and up to my room. It wasn’t like I had that much more time here anyway.

I was going to finish high school, go to college, and then leave Oregon behind for good. That’s the only thing that made sense for a closeted gay boy like me.

 

 

Jason Murrin

 

“OUCH, MARISA, stop hitting me.”

“Did you not just tell us you wanted to get to know Landon better?” She whacked my arm again.

“Damn, stop. And yes, but he is an overthinker. That’s why we’re not closer to him. First he overthought our asking him to hang out, then he overthought our being friends.”

“And you think he’s cute, and haven’t made a move ’cause you overthought that.”

I sighed. “I should’ve never told you guys.”

“You didn’t. Your first cousin there forced it out of you,” Owen said, pointing to Marisa and laughing.

“Listen, I’m eighteen, have a car, and am on Grindr. I can name at least six guys I could call when I have that need. What I don’t need is a relationship. That’s something y’all want.”

Owen looked at Marisa and sighed. “So, you know Marisa and I….”

I rolled my eyes. “No duh, Owen, I already know. You two have been making goo-goo eyes at each other for the past year. But you know that doesn’t mean I need to shackle myself to someone too, right?”

“You need to do more than fuck a bunch of men who are honestly too old for you anyway. You know, all six of those guys could go to jail for screwing around with you.”

“Save your breath, Marisa. I didn’t even sign up for Grindr until I turned eighteen. Besides, they’re all my age or a year older. You make it sound so weird.”

“It is weird. Why do you want to randomly fuck men who mean nothing to you?”

I looked at Owen, who was stifling a grin. “I’m so not going to try to explain to you why guys like random hookups. Just think of it as a difference in our natures,” I said as I walked in the direction Landon had gone.

“Wait. For real, Jason, you’ve got a good heart. Don’t become one of those nasty men who, you know, fucks anything that moves.”

Owen snorted—the asshat—and I flipped both of them off but didn’t stop. I was a typical young guy with a healthy sex drive, but I didn’t fuck anything that moved. Just hot, available men who showed mutual interest.

Marisa and Owen had begun asking me a week ago who in Northport I’d consider getting serious with, and the only person I could think of was Landon.

I thought about Landon a lot. He was so bookish and nerdy, but he had a tight body too. We had swimming classes together last year, and I’d lusted after that body of his more than a few times. Not that I ever told him. Outside of my two best friends, no one at school knew I was gay.

I could sorta tell he was too, but I had already convinced myself I’d never pursue anything until after we graduated. Being out in a rural high school would’ve been pretty awful, not to mention dealing with my dad. If someone mentioned me being gay to him…. Shit no, that would not be happening. Even now, living with Marisa and my aunt, he would still be a pill if people knew.

As I reached Landon’s house, my resolve began to crumble. What if I never saw him after this summer? Fuck it. I knocked on the front door.

Landon’s mom answered and immediately invited me inside.

“Honey, your friend is here,” she called up the stairs, then disappeared into the kitchen.

Landon came to the railing looking confused. His eyebrows shot to his hairline when he saw me.

“Hey,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I wanted to say sorry.”

Landon stood watching me, then sighed. “Come on up,” he said. Then he turned around and went back into his bedroom.

I took the steps two at a time and watched as he plopped down in front of an old TV and began gaming. “Join me,” he said. “I just started, so you can play too.”

“Landon,” his mom called up the stairs. “I’m going to take this over to Mrs. Hughes. I won’t be back until late. Your dad’s bringing home fried chicken for supper.”

“Okay,” Landon hollered after pausing his game.

“Oh, and Jason, tell your aunt I’ll call her about the community picnic.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I yelled back. Unlike my sexuality, it felt good that most people knew I was living with Marisa and her mom, my aunt Kathy, now. No more awkward excuses about why I wasn’t going home. Besides, with my grandparents gone, Aunt Kathy and Marisa were the only real family I had left. It felt right to live with them.

I heard the front door open and close and looked over at Landon, who had his bottom lip caught between his teeth as he resumed playing.

He blushed when he glanced toward me, the cute way he did when he was feeling self-conscious. “I like you,” I said, and his blush deepened.

“Yeah, Marisa said. I still think—”

Before he could go on, I leaned over and kissed his lips gently, in a way he could easily pull back from if he didn’t want to take it that far.

When I pulled back and searched his face, feeling a little unsure if I’d made the right move, he put his fingers to his lips. “Wow.”

Then it was my turn to be shocked when he slid his hands around the back of my head and pulled me in for a real kiss. Tongue and all.

I didn’t even register he’d maneuvered me to the floor and straddled me until I felt his crotch grinding into mine. “God, you’re so hot,” I managed to say. That must’ve shocked him back to reality because he froze mid-thrust.

“Oh shit, wait. I mean, we shouldn’t be doing….”

He moved to get off me, but I put my hands to his hips. “Wait, just a second ago, you were into this. What changed?”

“You and I have known each other for years, and the three of you want to be friends with me now, and my mom and your aunt are doing the community picnic together, and—”

My laugh cut him off, and I released my grip. “All of that was true before you stuck your tongue down my throat,” I said as he rolled to the floor and I turned onto my side to face him. “Geez, you really do overthink everything.”

I could see that last comment irritated him, so I leaned over and kissed him again. When Landon whimpered, I took that as my cue to drape a leg over his hip and pick up where he’d left off. “Mmm, no fair,” he said between kisses.

I licked the shell of his ear, then sucked on his earlobe. “Stop thinking. Just enjoy,” I said as I began to pull his shirt off.

I wanted Landon Carter, and had for a long time. Now we had a house to ourselves and he was showing me he wanted me every bit as much as I did him. I’d be damned if I was going to stop. He was perfectly capable of stopping if he wanted.

As he lay naked under me, I let my fingers explore his sexy, lean swimmer’s build before I retraced every inch with my tongue. Landon squirmed under the attention, which sent a thrill through me.

I was affecting Landon as much as he was me, and I relished the feeling. If I hadn’t been so wrapped up in him and this moment, I might’ve been the one to overthink what all that meant.

 

 

Landon

 

JASON LAY half on top of me, and the pressure of his solid, warm body on mine felt glorious. “That was—”

“Shh, don’t analyze. Don’t think. Just, you know, be.”

“Okay, maybe you’re right. I do overthink things a bit, huh?” Jason chuckled but didn’t move. “You know, that was my first time ever.” He didn’t respond. “You seemed pretty experienced,” I pressed, wanting to know more about him in this way.

Jason remained silent. I forced myself to lay still as I stared at the ceiling and tried to simply enjoy everything that’d just happened.

After a few moments, Jason rose and looked down at me with that sexy cocked eyebrow. “I can feel you overthinking.”

“Shut up,” I said and went to get up.

“No, I’m determined to turn that brain of yours off.” His hand wandered down my body, waking me back up the farther it traveled.

When he kissed me again, the only thing I could think of was how much I wanted to do everything we’d just done all over again. Jason was every bit as hot as I’d always let myself imagine, and now he was all mine.

 

 

FOR THE following week Jason occupied all my thoughts. I’d never planned to return to Northport after I graduated college, but I let my mind wander to moving back here, buying a house, and living in marital bliss with him. Did that make me weird? Yeah, I knew it, but Jason Murrin, the sexiest man at Northport High School, made love with me, not once, but twice. I couldn’t get him or my new vision of our shared future out of my head.

Grandma came into the store looking harried, which tore me out of my romantic daydreams. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“We’re running out of supplies. I swear Clayton didn’t order one damn thing before he left. Honey, I have to stay here to get the paperwork done. Can you run to the Restaurant Supply and pick up stuff for me? I’ll call ahead and have them get it ready.”

She smiled, kissed my cheek like she always did, and then swatted my behind—also something she always did.

If I was quick, I’d miss the evening rush-hour traffic. I’d made good time when I pulled into the parking lot and dashed through the front door. When the woman who worked the customer service desk recognized me, she smiled.

“Your grandmother already called. They’ll bring your order right up, but it’ll be a minute. Why don’t you leave your keys with me and I’ll have JJ load everything. You can go on back and grab a hot dog or something.”

I smiled at her, handed over my keys, and headed for the concession stand. I’d just sat down with my hot dog at the table near the employee entrance when movement caught my eye. A man poked his head out the door, gestured toward someone, and then disappeared back through it. I froze. The man was Jason.

A few seconds later, a guy I’d never seen before looked up the aisle, spotted me, then looked toward the door. He must’ve figured I was a clueless customer because he proceeded through.

I put my uneaten hot dog down and walked toward the employee entrance. When I reached the door, I pushed it open and stepped inside.

It didn’t take long to find them. I heard rustling coming from what I guessed was a supply closet. My hand shook as I turned the knob and found Jason kneeling in front of the stranger, looking up at him as he reached for his zipper. I gasped.

Jason must’ve heard me because he looked over and we locked eyes. “Oh shit, Landon!” He jumped up and made a dash for me.

“No!” I put my hand up and shook my head. “No,” I said, this time more of a whisper, before I turned and forced myself to walk calmly out.

“Landon, wait,” Jason said behind me. “I can explain.”

I nodded. “So can I. You don’t owe me anything, Jason. I’ve got to go,” I managed to say, even though I wanted to cry.

I reached the front of the store just as JJ returned with my keys. I took them and signed the paperwork without looking over the inventory. My grandmother would’ve had a fit if she’d been there, but I didn’t care. I just needed to get the hell away before I broke down and embarrassed myself.

Jason followed me out of the building. “I can explain, Landon. I mean, it’s not like we’re a thing, but I know you.”

I didn’t respond. Instead, I climbed into the truck and drove away. I lasted until I got onto the interstate before the tears fell. I’d always been gullible.

It’d been silly to expect Jason to be exclusive. After what we’d shared, I thought we were a couple—boyfriends—but I’d been wrong. After the tears subsided, it struck me that Jason had been at the Restaurant Supply in Eugene. It was a members-only store, where you had to run a food-related business to get in, and located in a city nowhere near where we lived.

Did he or the stranger work there? Had Jason known I’d be picking up supplies? That could only mean he wanted me to see him, catch him in the act. He’d somehow set all this up, and for what? To hurt me?

Now that I thought about it, Marisa and Owen must’ve been involved as well. The last time we met I was wary. At least in light of this, it felt suspicious. Take the geeky virgin kid on a head trip and fuck his mind up. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. Overthinker, my ass. I’d been played.

“Well, fuck all three of you,” I said as I drove back to Carter Store. I could get through the next few months and not have anything to do with those losers. Thank God this happened at the end of my senior year. I’d be off to college soon and never have to see those three again as long as I lived.


 

 

 

Eleven Years Later

 

 

Landon

 

“GRANDMA, STOP already,” I said, laughing. “I told you I’m happy to come help. Besides, with the sale of Traguilla Industries, I’ve got no job to go to anyway.”

“I’m so happy you did well with that,” she said and patted my hand. My grandmother, even at seventy-three years old, was still a tough businesswoman, and she’d been proud of my position with Traguilla.

I’d worked my way up in the Chicago-based grocery supplier. Mr. Traguilla himself had taken a liking to me and moved me up to work alongside him.

They paid for my master’s degree, promoted me as high as I could go without being family, and then when I helped broker the sale, they paid me a broker fee. With that generosity, I was set for the lifestyle I wanted to live. I’d never be ridiculously rich, but I could live on the interest and do just fine for the rest of my life.

I wasn’t thrilled to be back in my hometown, but when Grandma was in the hospital, I didn’t hesitate to pack my bags. Now she was chomping at the bit to get back to work. “So, tell me again, you need me to check on the managers and do what?” I asked.

She shook her head. “You can go with me and see what I do. There’s no reason for me to stay at home like I’m an invalid or something.”

I looked down to hide my grin. Short of lying in a hospital bed, my dad’s mother wouldn’t tolerate anyone butting into her business. Dad might’ve been able to take over, but he wasn’t really management material. Mom was better at it. She’d been a manager at the original Carter Store, which is how my parents met. Now she was retired.

Dad’s skill was growing the chain—getting the new stores built on time, on budget, and without the headaches I knew many other companies like ours had to deal with. But managing people—at least those who didn’t cuss like sailors—wasn’t his thing.

“Okay,” I agreed, “but if you get tired, we come home without argument. You have to promise me.”

Grandma squared me with a look. I recognized her intimidating expression but had long ago become immune to it. And she’d shown that when push came to shove, she would give in… at least for me.

“I will not get tired, and like I’ve said at least fifteen times, I had a little TIA. It wasn’t a full-out stroke, and they said I didn’t have any blockages, so stop fussing over me like I’m sick when I’m not.”

I chuckled, and before she could resist, wrapped my grandma in my arms. “You are as stubborn as an old mule. Okay, we’re in agreement. But a transient ischemic attack is still an attack. You’ve only been out of the hospital for a week, so you need to take it easy, and I’m here to be your grunt worker so you can.”

After I let go, she slapped me on the behind and laughed. “Who are you calling old, kid? You’ve always been so cocky. I swear, I have no idea where you got that.”

The lady behind the register, pretending not to listen to the conversation, cocked an eyebrow, and I snorted. If I was stubborn, the entire world knew the only place it’d come from was my grandmother, Gloria Carter.

I dropped Grandma off at her apartment in the new fifty-five-or-older community a few miles out of town and drove back to her house just outside Northport. She had it up for sale, but probably because it was the most bizarre home ever built, with weird angles and strange doorways, it hadn’t found the right buyer. I loved the crazy building that reflected its owner so well that I looked forward to staying here until Grandma was back on her feet.

I never knew my grandpa. He died when I was little. My grandparents owned the first Carter Store, still in operation near the intersection of two major highways. Back then, Grandpa ran the store and Grandma ran the register and cooked the food they sold to customers who came in for gas.

As my dad tells it, Grandma went a little off the rails after Grandpa died. She revamped the old store, upgraded everything, and began cooking amazing fried chicken. She put Carter Stores on the map.

When she began to buy up other old country stores in the area, it didn’t take long for them all to start doing as well as the original. I found it both admirable and sad how Grandma channeled her grief into running the business. It made Grandma a formidable businesswoman, if a lonely one. But I’m sure it would have made my grandpa proud.

I unlocked the front door, turned off the alarm, and went to the bedroom I’d always considered mine—the one I stayed in when I came to visit when I was young.

I opened my computer and stared at the dozen or so emails from my latest bad choice, Orion Kurt. I’d already told him it was over. I had no idea why he couldn’t get that through his head. No, I didn’t want an open relationship. No, I didn’t want to have a three-way with a random stranger.

He hadn’t cheated on me—at least I had no evidence—but when he said he couldn’t be monogamous, I finally threw my hands up and ended things for good.

I should’ve done it sooner. Being buried at work with the sale of Traguilla put my personal life on the back burner. But I’d put the brakes on our relationship even before that.

I quickly looked through the emails to ensure I didn’t need to do anything about the apartment or our other shared responsibilities. No, they were all just him begging me not to quit on us.

I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and clicked to compose a new email.

 

Orion,

I know you’re hurt and I’m sorry about that, but as I’ve told you before, we’re over. That isn’t just your fault, of course. I’m at fault as well.

The apartment complex has agreed to remove my name from the lease, so you’re welcome to remain there as long as you like. I’ve already taken the stuff I want. You can do what you want with the rest.

I care about you, Orion, but you know my reasons for why we broke up. I’d recommend that, in the future, if you know you need an open relationship, let the other person know that before you become lovers.

I wish you well and hope you find what you’re looking for, but it’s not me.

Sincerely,

Landon

 

I hit Send, then answered a few other emails, checked social media, shot a message to the Traguilla family to check on them, and then closed my computer and crashed on the bed.

I pondered my latest breakup. It seemed that no matter what I did or who I was with, I ended up in the same damned situation. I was old-fashioned and tried hard to make sure the men I dated knew that before we got serious.

I had a healthy libido, but I had no desire to sleep around. I wanted the house, the picket fence, the happy little family. But no matter how many times I said it, wrote it in my dating profiles, or reiterated it to guys on dates and even to boyfriends, they almost always wanted to open things up, take a break, invite a third….

I guess most men want those things. Every guy I’d ever gone with, from Jason Murrin to Orion Kurt, was all the same. Then there was me, always the oddball, needing something different. I wanted a guy who wanted only me, who thought I was enough.

“And that’s why you’re going to be single for the rest of your life,” I said to myself. I got up, brushed my teeth, and changed into pajamas. I needed sleep in order to meet Grandma tomorrow at six. Being late would be a really bad idea.

I climbed into bed, closed my eyes, and pictured that idyllic house with its picket fence and the happy husband and two adorable kids waiting for me inside. Then I watched in my mind’s eye as an old school eraser laid waste to it. Time to focus on reality.

I was back in Oregon, back in my small hometown, and back in a world where it was unlikely I’d ever meet a man who wanted the same things I did. If I couldn’t find him in a huge city like Chicago, I sure as hell wouldn’t find him in the sticks.

I need to be okay with that, I thought, and fell asleep.

 

 

“MORNING, GRANDMA,” I said as I walked into the store.

“Morning, yourself. You’re late,” she said.

I looked at my watch and saw I was ten minutes early, though I didn’t dare call her on it. “So, you ready to go?”

“Yes, but we’ve got a change of plans,” she said. “I forgot about an appointment with my attorney in Wilcox. We’re having some problems with one of the acquisitions. So you can take me to meet him.”

I glanced at my watch again. “What attorney meets clients at six in the morning?”

“One who likes to manage my accounts,” she said with a wink.

I followed her to my rental car, then held the passenger door open for her. “I want you to spend some time with this attorney in case you need to deal with him. He’s good,” Grandma said, and I smiled over at her.

“Okay, and why would I need to deal with him?”

“We both know you’re here to learn how to take over the business. To do that, you need a good attorney. I swear people wanna sue about everything these days.”

“Grandma, I’m not here to take your place.”

She put her hand on my arm. “Grandson, it’s you or no one. Now you’ve come home, the least you can do is consider it. Who knows, you might love the work as much as I do.”

I had thought about it. Of course I had. “Listen, Grandma, in a few years, when you’re ready to retire, maybe I’ll consider it, but for now, I’m enjoying not having a job. You know, letting myself be free from responsibilities for a change.”

Grandma laughed out loud. “Son, you’re too much like me. We both know if you don’t have responsibilities, it’ll drive you insane. Trust me.”

She wasn’t wrong. I’d always been like her, and the thought of endless downtime did make my head swim a bit. But I was determined to turn over a new leaf. I needed to learn how not to overthink everything. Of course, that made me think of Jason Murrin. How was it that eleven years had passed since I’d seen him, yet he still occupied my thoughts? He’d been right, though; I did overthink things.

When we pulled up to the curb, Grandma waited for me to come around and open her door. She was old-fashioned to her core, but I didn’t mind. She was also my rock.

I followed her to the old wooden door that led into one of the nineteenth-century buildings in Wilcox’s historic downtown. If I’d been paying more attention, I might’ve noticed whose name was on that door as we entered, and I wouldn’t have been blindsided. I thought I must be hallucinating.

My vision narrowed, almost like I was about to pass out from shock. I had visions of me lying on the floor like some diva in an old Hollywood movie while my grandmother used smelling salts to revive me. Along with being an overthinker, I clearly had an overactive imagination.

“Thank you for meeting us so early,” Grandma said. “Jason, you remember my grandson, Landon.”

Of all people, Jason Murrin was my grandmother’s attorney. How in the hell was I only now learning this? I met his gaze, and he smiled, then held out his hand for a shake. “I do. Landon, it’s a pleasure to see you.”

The desire to glare at him was overwhelming, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Despite wanting to flip him off and walk out the door, I smiled, which probably looked like a grimace. This was not what I signed up for, but we were here on Grandma’s business.

“Jason,” I said curtly as I shook his hand, ignoring the tingly feeling that shot through me as our hands touched. God, I hated that, even now, a single touch from him could send me into a tizzy. I sighed inwardly and resolved to act like a mature adult.

I followed Grandma into Jason’s office and sat back as the two discussed some snafu around the acquisition of a new store.

I focused on looking at his office décor rather than at him and listened warily as he explained that the old store was in a trust and one of its trustees wasn’t interested in selling.

“So, this will kill the deal, then?” Grandma asked, and I could see her disappointment.

“Wait, who’s the unwilling trustee?” I asked, finally switching into full business mode.

Jason smiled at me again, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It’s a family business, and there’s some estrangement between family members at play.”

“Have you spoken with the reluctant family member personally? Explained what we’re offering?” I asked.

“I have, and she won’t budge.”

I let that settle in as I listened to them conclude the meeting. Jason might be my grandmother’s attorney, and she might trust him, but I doubted I ever would again. Not wanting to ask too many questions in front of the man, I decided to bide my time and then speak to Grandma in private.

When we stood to leave, Jason shook my hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Landon,” he said.

I looked down at our clasped hands and stifled a sigh. No one, least of all Jason, needed to know his touch lit up every nerve in my body. Even after all these years, even after the hurt and embarrassment he’d put me through.

I released his hand too quickly and was met with the quirk of an eyebrow. I swear the bastard knew what that sexy trademark move of his did to me. It felt like a thousand butterflies took flight in my stomach, and holy hell, I needed to get the fuck out of there.

“Thanks, Jason,” I replied and quickly escorted my grandma out the door.

Dickhead, dickhead, dickhead, I repeated in my head as we made our way to the car, though I wasn’t sure if I was referring to Jason or myself. I trusted my own judgment, and for the last decade, I’d known to the core of my being that Jason Murrin was a selfish asshole. The sooner my traitorous body remembered that, the better.


 

 

 

Jason

 

 

“YOU’RE NEVER going to guess who just walked into my office,” I said, probably sounding too eager.

My cousin let out a long-suffering sigh. “What’s so important that you’d call and wake up Reena at seven in the freaking morning? My baby girl needs sleep, and so do I.”

“I happen to know my goddaughter wakes up at six every day like clockwork, so don’t pull that crap on me, Marisa,” I countered. “Turn on speakerphone. Your husband will wanna hear this too.”

I heard Owen chuckle and couldn’t help but smile. Sometimes I still marveled at how close my two best friends and I had remained our whole lives, even after they became high school sweethearts, then got married, and most recently became parents.

“Whatever,” Marisa said. “We can both hear you now, so spill. Who came to your office?”

“Landon Carter,” I said excitedly, though I kept my hopeful thoughts to myself. I didn’t think I’d ever see Landon again, but he never really left my thoughts. Now I was wondering… could I have another chance with him? Would he even consider it?

There was silence on the line. Even Owen’s constant chuckle had stopped.

“Hello?” I looked at my phone to see if the call had dropped. “Are you guys still there?”

“We’re here,” Marisa said, sounding hesitant. “It’s just, last time he was around….”

I sighed. “I know, I fucked… sorry, screwed that up,” I said. I’d been working on not cussing so much now the baby had arrived, with limited success so far.

“What did Landon want?” Owen asked.

“He was with his grandmother. I don’t think he knew I’m her attorney. He seemed a bit caught off guard but hid it well.”

“Jason, you shouldn’t get your hopes up,” Marisa said, reading me like an open book, as always. “You know how things ended.”

I did know, and it still gut-punched me when I thought about it. I’d been so wild back then, screwing anyone or anything halfway decent-looking and willing to fool around. I’d been screwing Opie James for over a year. His uncle owned the Restaurant Supply in Eugene, and messing around in a public place always gave me a thrill. Much more than Opie did, though he was cute enough.

“You know he’s probably forgotten all that. It was a long time ago,” I said hopefully.

Silence lingered for a bit, and then I heard muffled voices before Marisa came back on the line. “Meet us at the donut shop downtown in thirty minutes. Reena will be in a good mood, and I could use some out-of-the-house time before Owen has to go to work.”

“Wait, we don’t….”

“Yes, we do,” Owen said. “Don’t argue, just come.”

Like I could argue with two against one. Besides, Owen had become the man of reason in our little tribe. If he agreed this necessitated a meeting, fine by me. I’d teased him more than once about being the perfect dad.

“Okay, but I have an appointment at ten, so I can’t linger.”

“And so do I,” Marisa chastised. “Do you think Reena would tolerate us being out that late? Nope, nap time is ten o’clock, or there’ll be hell to pay.”

I laughed as I hung up. My goddaughter loved routine. Of course she wrapped me around her little finger the moment I held her for the first time. So if Reena wanted to be in bed by ten, we’d make that happen.

I’d already grabbed a dozen of our favorite donuts and ordered coffee when Owen, Marisa, and Reena came into the shop. Marisa had decided to forgo caffeine since she was breastfeeding, so I’d had to ask them to brew a pot of decaf, which meant it wouldn’t be coming for a few minutes. But Marisa dug into the donuts as soon as she sat down.

After the pregnancy, she’d lost a ton of weight and said it was because Reena was voracious. I watched as she piled two huge donuts onto her napkin and forced myself not to be jealous. Even though I was only nearing thirty, if I ate two of those sinfully delicious things, I’d have to run to Northport and back to work them off.

Thank goodness I didn’t mind exercise, otherwise I’d have to steer clear of the donut shop altogether. If I overindulged, I’d end up bigger than my extremely unhealthy great-uncle Harris. I shuddered at the thought as I savored every bite of my one donut.

“So, let’s talk about your morning encounter,” Owen said.

For thirty miserable minutes, I listened as Marisa reminded me what an ass I’d been when Landon and I had fooled around. What I’d never told either of my friends was that Landon had been a virgin and I’d initiated getting intimate. Deep down, I think I knew even then that Landon hadn’t just been getting his rocks off. What we did had been special to him, had meant something. He was just that kind of guy, and I’d gone and pissed all over it.

Marisa and Owen never judged me for anything, but I couldn’t stand the thought of how they’d react if they knew the whole story. Teenage me had royally screwed up. I knew it the second Landon saw me on my knees in the Restaurant Supply.

Marisa put her hand over mine and sighed. “Jason, you’ve turned over a new leaf and you’re different now, but Landon doesn’t know this mature version of you.” She glanced over at Owen with a pained expression. “You know he refused to even look the two of us in the eye after everything went down. He acted like Owen and I didn’t exist. That tells me his hurt ran deep and likely still does.”

I shrugged. “I know, and you’re probably right. I guess time doesn’t heal all wounds, huh?”

Marisa nodded, then pinned me with a look. “Just be friendly and don’t make a move on him.”

I opened my mouth to argue when I noticed Owen was giving me the same don’t even try it look. “Jeez, you guys, I’m not a horny teenager any longer.”

“Were you thinking about making a move?” Marisa asked.

I was about to deny it, then took a breath and let it out slowly. “I hadn’t decided yet. I mean, this might be my only chance to make amends. If he forgives me and still finds me attractive, which I think he does, maybe he’d be open to seeing where it leads.”

Marisa practically groaned. “Okay, we’ll decide for you. No moves on that poor man. You already stomped on his heart once. Try just being his damned friend.” She looked at her daughter. “Darn friend,” she corrected, and we all laughed.

“We need a cussing jar,” I said. “At this rate, it might fully fund Reena’s college education.”

Marisa gave me a wry smile. “Mom already lectured me about my potty mouth, saying if I didn’t cut it out, we were in for a lot of ‘heck’ when Reena starts school.”

I smiled in agreement. “Okay, you’ve convinced me—no moves on Landon Carter. I’ll be my smooth, easygoing self and see if that doesn’t earn me some forgiveness.”

My best friends eyed me suspiciously, but when Reena began fussing, they focused on her. I winked at my goddaughter and inwardly thanked her for taking the heat off me, at least for the moment.
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ONCE WE left Jason’s office, it took me a few minutes to regain my composure. I hadn’t told my grandmother about all that’d happened between him and me. I hadn’t told anyone. I’d been very firmly stuck in the closet at eighteen years old.

Not that I needed to be. My conservative-acting family had absolutely no issue with me being gay. Despite all the drama inside my head at the moment, I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about my coming out. I’d built it up to be some huge, dramatic event, but when I announced it at a family dinner, I basically received nods and knowing smiles. Even my construction-manager father just blinked twice and said, “I have a couple of guys your age who work for me that’re single. I could introduce you.” I almost laughed out of surprise as I declined his offer, but I’d never felt more loved and accepted as I had in that moment.

I felt my frown return as I thought of Jason the Jackass. Regardless of my family’s open-mindedness, I’d kept Jason and me a secret and suffered in silence—something else I was determined to change in my life. Keeping secrets was eating me up inside. When work got tough in Chicago, I almost had a breakdown. The panic attack I did have put me in therapy.

“I just hate that,” Grandma said as we got into the car, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Hate what?” I asked. She hadn’t sensed the awkward tension between Jason and me, had she?

“That store has been on my radar for decades. It’s literally just down the road, and I’ve always wanted it as part of the Carter chain.”

I smiled over at my grandma and said, “So this is a challenge for you?”

She shrugged. “No, not really. That place holds good memories for me.” She stared out the front window, a sweet smile on her face. “When I was out of school, sometimes I’d go with Dad to the old store and buy us peanuts and bottles of soda. My dad loved salty peanuts in his Coke.” She chuckled at the memory. “We’d sit over in the picnic area off to the side of the store, prepare our drinks, and sip them while watching the traffic go by.”
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