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CHAPTER 1


 


 


FORD WINCED when Andy Allison’s elbow caught him in the ribs and sent him skidding on the asphalt. He lay there struggling to refill his lungs as a piercing whistle sounded from what seemed a great distance. Royce could always whistle like that, using only his breath, tongue, teeth, and lips—had been able to since he was very young. 


Suddenly, his big brother’s dark, handsome, sweaty face was in front of Ford’s, hovering over him, concern in his warm, brown eyes. “You all right, little bro?” For about an hour one hot summer day, Royce had tried to teach him how to do it, carefully instructing him how to wet his lips, curl his tongue, and blow. But Ford couldn’t create the same sharp, urgent, ear-piercing shriek no matter how hard he’d tried. Now, Royce helped him sit up, saying, “Relax, and take your time.”


So he sat there, gradually taking deeper and deeper breaths while his big brother gently rubbed his back with one meaty paw. Royce checked him over and hissed, grabbing and turning Ford’s arm, nearly twisting it out of the socket to get a better look at his injury. 


He winced again. I see. Today I’ll be having road rash with a side of torn tendons. 


“Sorry,” Royce said softly. His gaze morphed from concern into more of the big teddy bear he was. “We’re gonna need to get this looked at.”


His brother got to his feet, and Ford, expecting a hand up, reached out to him, but instead Royce whirled on Andy—who had continued serenely dribbling the ball and taking shots during Ford’s examination—and shoved him hard, forgetting about his baby brother in favor of expressing his outrage at his best friend’s cheap shot.


“What the fuck was that, Allison!”


“Hey! You made me miss that one.”


Ford sat there watching the two of them scuffle for several moments. It brought back some vivid memories. After all, he’d had a front-row seat to countless similar altercations between them over the years. Yet the two men remained best friends. Royce and Andy were more alike than not: both big, gorgeous, and powerful, both former college all-stars, both successful professionals. Ford had often thought the two of them made more sense as brothers than he and Royce—except the Reillys were black, and the Allisons were not.


Ford slowly dragged himself to his feet, slapping the dirt from his hands and legs, and limped over to a bench on the side of the park’s basketball court, where he used his discarded T-shirt to wipe the sweat from his lean torso. Then, having put it off as long as he could, he gripped his right wrist, gingerly turning his arm and craning his neck to try and get a look at his newly raw skin.


“Hey, buffoons!” Coming out of nowhere and storming past Ford and onto the court, Cicely stopped between the two behemoths. They froze to look down at her as she glared back up at them. “How old are you?” she asked, poking Royce in the chest.


“Hi, baby,” he said sweetly.


“Uh-uh. Answer me.”


“Thirty-two.”


“Then why are the two of you acting like seven-year-olds?” Ford grinned as Andy and Royce stared at their feet. Cicely appeared to calm somewhat and continued more gently, “I’ll take Ford to Dr. Milton and get him looked at.” She put her hands on her hips as she faced Andy. “But first, you apologize to Redford.”


The man’s blue-sky eyes went big and round, then narrowed quickly. He obviously wasn’t too keen on the idea of apologizing. Nevertheless, he tossed a boyish, jet-black lock of hair out of his face and opened his mouth to speak, but Cicely held her hand—the one with the engagement ring—in his face and turned to look at Royce. “And you, apologize to Andy for shoving him.”


Both men mumbled their apologies, and Ford almost heard Andy’s from where he sat.


“Let’s go, Button,” she said as she walked over to him, digging her keys out of her purse.


Ford reluctantly got up. “Please don’t call me that.”


He had been “Button” to her for about twenty-two years, since the day she—the new girl in town—had helped him out of the dirt on the Simms Elementary playground. Bertha Beaumont had unceremoniously shoved him out of a swing, because he was the smallest of the children using them at the time, and… well, she wanted to swing.


“Why you’re cute as a button, you are,” Cicely Pepper had said, and then she’d sat Ford in the swing she’d been enjoying and happily pushed him in it for the remainder of recess. Higher and higher he’d gone, the tears on his face drying in the breeze and him laughing like a little girl… that last he would deny. The important outcome of that day? Cicely became his absolute best friend. He might have even fallen in love with her a little bit, as in love as an eight-year-old boy can fall.


Now at thirty, Redford Billings Reilly obediently followed his best friend to her car, her heels clicking purposefully ahead of him. He found the unerring seams running down the back of her stockings almost hypnotizing as he wondered how she could walk in those heels.


Cicely had morphed over the years from a perpetually dusty, adventurous tomboy who incessantly popped her gum to the sharp, professional court clerk Ford saw before him. She ran Judge Rice’s courtroom like a Swiss timepiece. However, despite her hard outer shell—the hair, makeup, nails, stylish suit, and single-minded vision for her future—she was still a fiercely loyal friend with a kind heart, still his brother’s one true love and Ford’s unofficial protector, forever at their sides.


The BMW chirped a welcome as Cicely unlocked the doors from a distance so as not to slow their progress, but Ford hesitated, squinting up into the sun and twisting his sweaty T-shirt in his fists.


“What?” she asked, pausing by the driver’s door.


He looked her up and down and wondered how she could look so cool and collected in this heat. For a moment he thought he could hear his skin sizzling. “I’m all sweaty.”


Her gaze roamed over him as he stood there, looking, no doubt, like a much smaller version of his brother. “More importantly, you’re bleeding,” she said. “Get in the damn car.”


He immediately slid into the passenger seat and quickly grabbed his seatbelt. He’d ridden with her many times. He knew the drill. She slid behind the wheel, had the car started, in reverse, and suddenly racing forward even as she locked her seatbelt into place, and Ford held on for dear life, rushing to buckle his own belt.


She spoke at the first red light they hit. “What did you think you were doing?”


“Playing basketball with—”


“No, Button. You were getting knocked around by two larger, insanely competitive idiot boys.”


Shivering, Ford slapped at the vents, redirecting the icy air escaping them toward his feet, and then turned a bit in the seat to stare indignantly at her. “I can hold my own. Royce isn’t that much bigger than me,” he mumbled. 


Not anymore he wasn’t, but growing up had been a different story. Ford had been premature and sickly. He’d once overheard his gran say there was a time his family wasn’t sure he’d make it, but here he was. Every year he’d grown a bit more and a bit stronger. His asthma had cleared up and he’d begun running, which came in handy when Royce or Cicely weren’t around to rescue him from the bullies who plagued him in school.


“Actually,” Cicely continued, “they both have at least thirty to forty pounds of muscle on you, but that’s not the issue.”


“I’m listening.”


“It’s the competition you have to watch out for.” She whipped the car onto Evelyn Street, heading for his doctor.


Ford spotted Councilman Osgood helping his elderly aunt and her walker through the crosswalk directly in front of them and gasped, but Cicely hit the brakes just in time. The councilman looked startled, then angry as he and Ford locked eyes, even though Ford wasn’t the one behind the wheel.


Cicely, her ring finger impatiently tap-tap-tapping against the steering wheel as she automatically graced Osgood with a perfunctory, yet dazzling, smile, obliviously continued, “I doubt Andy and Royce even remembered you were on the court.”


He grinned apologetically at Osgood and absently rubbed his aching ribs. Andy had definitely remembered Ford was there.


Once the crosswalk cleared, they were off again, soon pulling into the tiny parking lot of a one-story building and exiting the car. Dr. Carl Milton Sr. had looked after the Reillys for as long as Ford could remember, but the man had been getting up in age even as he’d delivered Ford. His son, Carl Jr., had taken over the practice several years ago when the elder Milton had passed. Everyone expected his daughter Renee, also a family doctor, to join him in running the practice, but instead she’d married and fled. Her marriage to “a white man from up North” had caused quite the stir when it happened. The general consensus around town had been: “Good Lord, a Yankee!”


“By the way,” Ford said as they approached the front door, “what were you doing at the basketball court?”


“I stopped by Royce’s office to take him to a late lunch, and his assistant told me where to find him.” She grabbed the door handle before he could and yanked it open, holding it for him and silently commanding him to enter. “I saw you go down just as I got there.” They walked into the much cooler office and up to the reception desk. “It looked deliberate to me.”


“Yeah, Superman’s never been one of my fans,” Ford said.


Cicely laughed. “He is rather all-American-boy looking, isn’t he?” she asked wistfully. “If you like that type.”


Ford sniffed. Under normal circumstances, he would like that type, but Andrew Allison had one fatal flaw: he was a homophobic jackass. He had been one of Ford’s worst tormentors through the years. Never abusive in front of Royce, Andy apparently saw something in his best friend’s younger brother that Ford was trying desperately to hide. Ford had kept his mouth shut about it because he didn’t want to be seen as needing to be rescued, and he didn’t relish the “gay seed” taking root in Royce’s head. His brother seemed happily oblivious, and Ford wanted to keep it that way.




CHAPTER 2


 


 


GUS HANSEN shaded the decorative scrollwork of the gable on the old Southern house he was sketching. He listened to the pencil shuffle across the crisp paper as his dream home took shape before his eyes. The process of creating, taking something that existed only in his head and putting it out there for others to see, relaxed him, and God knows he needed relaxing right now.


In shirtsleeves with loosened tie and sans black Ferragamos, Gus’s best friend and lawyer, Linley Bernard, paced back and forth in front of the drafting table and shouted into his cell. He’d been at it for nearly fifteen minutes, but it sounded like he was quickly approaching the cliff. 


“Surely you can’t expect Mr. Hansen to—” … “I understand that, but considering his—”


Linley glared at the phone in his hand, apparently trying to send destructive fury through the line to the stubborn soul who had just hung up on him. He sighed as he ran his hand over his forehead and backward through his dark hair, clearly demonstrating why there was ever-expanding real estate there. 


Gus hadn’t yet mustered the nerve to point out to his friend that the habit was quite literally pulling his hair out. Instead, he paused in his sketching to shove his glasses back up on his nose and brush a coppery-brown lock of hair out of his face. “I take it they’re not interested in considering anything?” he asked, idly scratching at the beginnings of a beard.


Linley frowned. “What’s with the beard?”


“It’s not a beard, but… maybe it’s trying to be?”


Linley scrutinized him for a moment. “Why is it trying to be?”


Gus shrugged. “Got tired of shaving.”


Glancing around the room, Linley asked, “Did you also get tired of leaving the condo, combing your hair, changing clothes?”


Gus raised an arm and took a whiff of his armpit. “I’m still good.”


Having come straight from work at the law firm of Blue, Kottam, Barley, and Toile to look over a registered letter his friend had received, Linley sighed and stared at Gus for several seconds before dropping into a club chair and removing his tie completely. “Look, buddy, you have a contract. You can’t simply bail on these people.”


“Wrong. I—”


“Allow me to rephrase. You can’t simply bail and not get sued.”


“Better.”


Gus glanced out his window and grinned. It was open to allow any wayward summer breeze entry into the condo. He would get an excellent view of the sunset over Atlanta soon; then, when night fell, he’d enjoy the twinkling lights of midtown. That view was one of the main reasons he’d purchased the place.


He hopped up and padded to his tiny kitchen. His lean, muscled, six-foot frame made quick work of the distance, but he nearly lost the sweat shorts riding low on his hips. “Lin, I’m not changing my mind. You want something to drink?” he asked as he absently scratched at his bare chest. “Juice, water, cola?”


Lin waved the offer away. “I’m not going to lie to you, Gus. This could really hurt.”


“Ha! How many times have I heard that?”


Ignoring that comment, Lin said, “August Designs is a new company. You’ve got a little momentum right now, but something this big… this publicized… well, it could tank you. That is, if you decide to fight it.” Gus frowned and dug a Greek yogurt and bottled water out of the refrigerator, grabbed a spoon, and headed back to his drafting table. “You’ve completed the preliminary design,” Lin continued. “Why not give it to Reilly and his people? I think I could get them to accept that, and we could end all this.”


“Because when I signed the contract, that group wasn’t involved, or if they were, they were pretty mum about it. Their agenda is relentless, and I’m not about to have them gathering in a building I renovated for their insidious, toxic plotting.” Gus took a few gulps of his water and then tore open his yogurt and dug in.


“The Timothy Community Center is for the town, not that hate group.” Lin thought for a moment, then said, in his best Helen Lovejoy voice, “Think of the children, Gus.”


Gus rolled his eyes but couldn’t stop a smirk from crossing his lips. He knew Lin was right. He knew this could seriously hurt his fledgling design firm, backing out like this, but he wasn’t sure what to do. He was only positive of what he didn’t want to do. He didn’t want to work with or for Family Strong, however indirectly.


Out of the blue, he’d been invited to bid on the project, and after studying the reports and specs on the property—a former housing center for the elderly—sketching out his vision, and presenting his proposal, he’d won the job. A small-town community center would be something new for him and would add to his portfolio nicely.


His thoughts were interrupted suddenly when he realized, from Lin’s amused expression, that it was very difficult to eat yogurt angrily. He should have chosen something with crunch. As he ate, he promised himself he’d add granola next time. And there would be a next time. Gus expected to be angry often over the next few months.


“Gus, please—”


“I don’t understand why they even want me.”


“Because you’re the best.”


“Couldn’t they find ‘the best’ straight architect, or maybe a self-hating gay? I’m sure there are plenty in the GOP, and, last I heard, Family Strong’s in that posse.”


“Benjamin Reilly is spewing that ‘love the sinner, hate the sin’ bullshit,” Lin said with a snort. “You’re a gifted architect, who just happens to be gay.”


“Let me guess—they’ll pray for me.” Lin’s silence and averted gaze answered his question. “Fuck!” Gus brought his fist down on his drafting table, making it rattle and almost launching his laptop onto the floor.


“Your bid was the lowest, your design ambitious, and they like you being new on the scene,” Lin explained calmly as he slid his shoes back on. “You did that Chicago project and the Sacramento one. Both got a decent amount of press. You’re hip.”


“What do Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals care about ‘hip’? Isn’t ‘hip’ evil?”


Lin thought for a moment. “I think they’re hoping to pull in a younger crowd.”


“Great! I’d be contributing to hate-mongering for minors!”


Lin hauled his bulk out of the chair and approached his friend, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Listen, buddy, they’d like us to meet with one of their attorneys to see if we can reach some middle ground.” Gus looked up at Lin skeptically. “Try to make it work for both parties, huh?” Gus reluctantly nodded, and Lin sighed and smiled. “I’ll call you when we’ve set the meeting.” He slipped his suit jacket back on and stuffed his tie in a pocket, then grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door.


He didn’t get up to walk Lin out, but just as his friend gripped the doorknob to leave, Gus asked, “How did they get my name?” He couldn’t see Lin’s face, but the man’s immobility, the tension in his shoulders, said it all. “Lin?”


The attorney slowly turned to face him. “As I said, those two jobs got press.”


Gus raised an eyebrow. “They read about and were impressed by my work on a gay youth center and a hospice?” Lin was silent. “Those articles also mentioned my involvement in LGBT equality efforts,” Gus said, his face now scrunching in suspicion. “And that letter from Reilly’s office makes it sound like they had no idea I was gay, like they were caught off guard.”


“Well, as I understand it,” Lin began, taking a few steps away from the door and back toward Gus, “Family Strong has a division dedicated to… curing homosexuality.”


“Well, that’s hardly a sur—”


Lin stared at the floor, apparently not wanting to watch Gus work it out.


“Wait. You… you believe Taylor did this?” Gus asked, getting to his feet.


Lin raised a cautioning hand. “I haven’t got any proof, but you don’t know where he went to get ‘cured’ or anything, right?”


Gus didn’t speak. He simply turned and, stumbling over an errant, bright green sneaker, began looking for his cordless phone. It wasn’t in its charger, so he tossed a couple of patterned throw pillows out of his way and dug between the sofa cushions. Expressing triumph upon retrieving the phone, he began stabbing in numbers.


“Hey, buddy, don’t dial angry,” Lin said as he rushed over, grabbed the phone from Gus’s hand, and ended the call.


“Give it!” Gus tried to reach over Lin for the phone, but the lawyer was a former wide receiver and had him beat by a couple of inches in height and a mighty wingspan.


“I’m telling you as your friend, do not call Taylor Pierce right now.”


Gus struggled for the phone a bit longer but then gave up, choosing to rant blindly for a few moments. He paced around the room, running through a litany of offenses committed by his ex-boyfriend.


“He had no right! No right to involve me in this mess!” He whirled on Lin, his finger stabbing at the air. “He’s the one who decided to seek ‘a cure.’” He turned and walked swiftly to the other end of the room again. “That self-loathing, fucked-up, piece of—”


“Gus—”


He whirled again. “No! Taylor walked away from me, from us. Now he’s trying to pull me into his bad decision?” Angry laughter escaped Gus, and his face lit up as if he’d suddenly remembered something. “I don’t think so.”


“You’re spiraling, dude.”


“You know what he’s up to, right?” he asked as he rushed over to the end table by the sofa.


Lin shook his head as Gus dug into a bright-green porcelain bowl there. He searched through a variety of wrapped candies, a broken watch, beads, and an old Bic lighter before triumphantly retrieving his cell phone and holding it out to show Lin.


Shaking the phone at his friend, Gus said, “He thinks by working with these people I’ll see the light and seek a cure too.” He hit speed dial and held the cell to his ear. “And then he’ll have me close at hand. That’s exactly what he thinks.”


“Gus, please think this through,” Lin said softly, reaching for the cell phone. “Do you really want to open that wound?”


At those words, the heat and tension drained from Gus’s body.


“Hello?” a tinny, hollow voice asked from the cell. “Hello? Who is—?” Gus’s hand was shaking as he slowly passed the phone to Lin. “Gus? Gus, is that—?”


Lin ended the call, and Gus’s arms fell limply to his sides. In that moment he realized any raging against Taylor was more about his broken heart than about his ex’s claim of being purged of his “perverse desires.” They both jumped when the cell rang. Lin shut it off, just as he did the cordless when it rang directly after that. Gus turned away from Lin and fought back an ache that was rising from his core to become tears.


Taylor had walked out nearly a year ago, and a month after that, Gus had slowly begun working again, bringing some of his most daring visions to fruition. One of those projects, a house for a popular author, had finally been completed and produced a tiny mention and bio in a respected architectural magazine. They’d done a small profile on him, and then the industry had moved on to the next hot topic. But Gus had made his mark, or at least a splash—a ripple, really—so when he needed an ample supply of work, it was there, allowing him to launch his own design firm and occupy his mind with angles, flow, structure, function, and light, instead of an ex-boyfriend consumed by self-loathing.


Gus reluctantly looked into his friend’s eyes and smiled weakly. “Sorry.”


“I’ll call you once the meeting’s set, okay?” Lin didn’t say anything else for several moments, instead looking around the room before giving his friend a good, hard perusing. “You’re coming out with me and Grace Sunday night.”


“Naaah—”


“Yeaaah.”


Gus nodded, and this time he walked Lin out, but his friend didn’t say “bye” or “see ya.” Lin simply said, “Shave and bathe.” After closing the door behind Lin, Gus rested his forehead against it. He felt the pull of his bed, just as he had after Taylor walked out. He wanted to lie down and burrow beneath the covers. The bed, the room, the closet had stopped smelling like Taylor months ago. He’d taken all his clothes and toiletries with him when he left, and many loads of laundry later, Gus was hard-pressed to find anything in the condo with his scent still on it—not that he was searching. Resisting the urge to succumb to heartache, Gus headed back to his drafting table. Work would save him, as always.


When he was very young, his mother had sometimes enjoyed coloring with him in his coloring books as they sat at their small kitchen table. She said she found it relaxing, but Gus often found it stifling. They were Biblical books with scenes of little girls and boys praying, families headed to church, pastors, shepherds watching over flocks, praying hands, and Bibles. Yes, every Bible in their home was black, but did that mean the ones in the coloring books had to be?


With all those colors at their disposal, why not a purple Bible? Why not orange sheep? Why not brown children? Like some of his friends at school. But his mother would softly admonish, “No, dear. You need to stay inside the lines and use the right colors, or the pictures won’t make sense.” The little girls seemed to always need blonde hair, blue eyes, and pink dresses. The boys could be brunettes, but their shorts always had to be blue or black.


Gazing out the window, he could see the sky was cooling off, growing darker as the sun did its disappearing act. It was more golden this evening, and Gus had been hoping for violets and reds. Those were his favorite sunsets, the ones that seemed to set the sky on fire right before being snuffed out by an imposing, sleepy cosmos.


He settled back into embellishing other nooks, crannies, and details of his fantasy home. It would be a place where he expected a peacefulness and sense of belonging to embrace him, something which had eluded him in his childhood home. He’d thought he’d found it with Taylor, but that had proven to be a mistake.


Gus continued to sketch and tried to ignore the empty ache that had taken the place of his anger.




CHAPTER 3


 


 


“HEY THERE, Cicely. Redford,” Stella, an older nurse, greeted from behind her reception counter. “Good to see you.”


“Good afternoon, Stella,” Cicely said. “I know it’s late in the day, but can we squeeze in to get this”—she spun Ford so the woman could see his wound—“cleaned and covered?”


Stella winced, peering over her glasses to get a better look at Ford’s injury.


“Of course we can. No need to squeeze, though.”


“Oh?” Ford asked.


“We have more openings these days, since….”


“Since?” He glanced at Cicely, who was now otherwise occupied texting.


Stella leaned toward Ford conspiratorially and lowered her voice. “Since Mabel and JoDon Parker saw Doctor Carl with his friend at the movies three weeks ago.”


Ford’s eyes widened slightly before narrowing critically. “I see.”


Stella nodded vigorously. “You know what a gossip that woman is.” Yes, he knew what a gossip Mabel Parker was. Just as he knew Stella was cut from the same cloth. Like many of the country’s smaller Southern towns, Timothy, Georgia, had the usual infestation of gossipy older women, their primary function to document, discuss, and spread everyone else’s personal business or their own suspicions and opinions about said business throughout their congregations. “Most folks aren’t comfortable seeing a doctor who is that way, ya know.”


Ford felt heat rush to his face, and before he could stop himself, he said, “I would say most of those people are ignorant, Stella. Gay isn’t contagious.” He almost bit his lip, he was so stunned he’d said that out loud, but he quickly covered.


Stella drew back, straightening up and pursing her lips tightly as she readjusted her glasses. “Well, I work here. Obviously I have no problem with it. Live and let live, I say.”


“Huh? What?” Cicely asked, apparently done with her conversation. “Who’s gay?”


“Uh, that would be me,” Dr. Milton said, joining them and glancing quickly from one to the other before taking in the shredded, bloody appearance of Ford’s arm as well as giving his bare torso a once-over.


“Oh, Carl, good to see you,” Cicely said, hugging him.


“And you. How are the wedding plans coming?”


She wiggled her cell at him. “Excellent, thank you.” Cicely smiled brightly and, mostly out of reflex, batted her eyelashes at the good-looking, older doctor.


It hadn’t surprised anyone when Royce proposed, not even Cicely. It was expected. They were in love. And the Reillys, who had political hopes for their elder son, were on board with the engagement because Cicely had the organizational skills and fierce intelligence and loyalty any DC wife would need to help her man succeed. Ford had always thought Cicely herself would be an excellent choice for office. He reminded himself to tell her that sometime. He knew she was again toying with the idea of going to law school, but with wedding preparations consuming her, he doubted she’d have time to study for, let alone take, the LSATs again.


“I hear you’ve recently become attached, yourself,” she continued.


Carl laughed softly, his rich, deep voice making Ford’s tummy tremble pleasantly, a bit like the bass drums in the Timothy Founders Day Parade had when they’d marched by him as a child. “I don’t know about ‘attached.’ We went to a movie. Had dinner a couple times. He lives in Atlanta, and that’s long-distance dating, if I’ve ever heard of it.”


“It can be done.”


“He’d like me to move up there, can’t understand why I’d want to live in this tiny town.”


“It has charm,” Ford said, drawing the doctor’s attention again.


“Oh, uh, Ford. Follow me back, and we’ll take a look at you.” Stella made to follow them, but Carl stopped her. “I’ve got this, Stella. Thank you.” Ford could feel her gaze on his back as the two of them walked away, and he briefly considered grabbing Carl’s ass as they went, but he was a gentleman and hardly brave enough for something like that.


When they stepped into the tiny room, Carl stood by the exam table and patted it, encouraging Ford to hop aboard.


“You’re joking.”


“I have to get a good look at that and clean you up.” Carl turned his back and grabbed a pair of latex gloves from a handy dispenser, while Ford reluctantly climbed on the table. The white paper crinkled noisily beneath him as he tried to get comfortable, something he knew was impossible. Examination rooms weren’t set up to be comfortable. They were too bright and too cold, and there were sharp things lurking in the cabinets. At least Ford believed there were.


He winced in anticipation as the doctor neared his now-throbbing arm. Carl pulled his magnifying lenses into place and took a closer look at the abrasion.


“Some of this is fairly deep.” He walked over to a cabinet and removed disinfectant, antibiotic ointment, gauze, tweezers, and tape. “Were you playing against your brother again?” he asked, returning and sliding the gloves on.


“Why does everyone think I’m a pushover?”


“You’re no pushover,” Carl said as he carefully removed several bits of dirt and basketball court with the tweezers. He then thoroughly irrigated the wound with a rinse of saline solution before grabbing the disinfectant. “But you have to remember—Oh, this might smart a bit,” he warned. Ford felt coolness, then twisted his T-shirt into even more of a knot as he did his best not to hiss at the sting. “But you have to remember you’re not Royce, either.”


“How could I ever forget that?” he asked as he subtly wiped away the tears the disinfectant’s vapors had caused.


Despite growing taller and stronger every year, getting top grades, finding glory in track and field—even performing well enough to draw his father out to one of his meets—Ford knew he would never shine as brightly in his parents’ eyes as Royce. His big brother would always be bigger, stronger, and better-looking. Ford’s only consolation was knowing that no one loved him like Royce loved him. His brother always had his back.


The doctor peered at him for several moments, his glasses making his dark-brown eyes appear twice as large.


“Stop trying to be him, and remember that you, Redford Reilly, are spectacular just as you are.”


Ford snorted at that as Carl massaged in the antibiotic ointment and then began to carefully wrap the wound.


“So, you’re seeing someone?” Ford asked.


Carl’s hands paused, but then he continued. “Um, yes. Yes I am.” He smiled nervously. “Sort of. He’s an antiques dealer who blew through town two months ago. Name’s Larson.”


“First or last name?”


“First. Larson Maas.”


Ford turned to look into his eyes. “I’m happy for you, Carl.”


“Thank you.” They were quiet for a few moments as Carl finished securing the bandage. “You’ll probably need to change that tomorrow. Clean it gently with mild soap and warm water, dry thoroughly, apply more ointment—I’ll give you some supplies—and rewrap, okay?”


“Got it.”


Carl took a seat on his little round rolling seat while Ford unraveled his mangled, sweaty T-shirt and began to pull it over his head.


“No, no. I’ve got a clean shirt you can have. Hang on.” Carl was up and out of the room in seconds. As Ford waited, he looked around the examination room, swinging his legs like a child. It was identical to the doctor’s other exam room. He had all of two, and this one’s twin was where Ford had made a fool of himself last year by putting clumsy moves on the older man.


“Here you go,” Carl said as he reentered the room, carrying a scrub top and a small plastic bag. Ford smiled gratefully and took the shirt from him. It was a solid blue; thankfully, no bunnies or goldfish decorated it. “How about you?” the doctor asked as he busied himself adding gauze, a tiny tube of ointment, and tape to the bag.


“How about me what?” Ford asked once his head popped through the neck of the smock.


“Seeing anyone?”


Ford shrugged, slid the rest of the way into the top, and smiled sadly. “My love life is relatively unchanged,” he said, turning to face the doctor, “since the day you politely and gently turned me down.”


“I told you my reasons for that,” Carl said with a sigh.


Ford nodded. “You’re my doctor, and I’m in the closet.”


Carl nodded. “And you’re a decade younger than me.” He stood there, preparing to open the door for Ford, but he paused. “It’s not like I didn’t find you attractive.” He smiled warmly. “Those amazing eyes of yours are difficult to resist.”


“You don’t have to explain. The reasons you gave were sufficient. I understood.”


“Coming out is difficult for everyone, but with us, in the black community, in this tiny Southern town, even more so.” Ford raised an eyebrow and smiled crookedly at Carl. The doctor laughed. “Granted, it would be tremendously difficult for you, in your situation, with your family—possibly ‘movie of the week’ material.”


Ford chuckled.


Carl hesitated and looked into Ford’s eyes. “It’s not because of…. I mean, it’s not your faith that’s holding you back, right? It’s not because you believe—”


“No. God and I are good. I know he loves me just as he made me, but… my family….”


Carl shook his head. “I’m sure they love you just as you are too. You just need to give them the chance to show you. I believe you’d ultimately be happier for it.”


“Ultimately? It’s hard to imagine that from here.” Ford grinned. “Besides, it’s not like I’m miserable.”


“The occasional anonymous trip to Atlanta will get old,” Carl said, opening the door. “Believe me, I know. Don’t waste the time I did.” Patting Ford on the back, Carl ushered him through the door. “How’s Eliza?” the doctor asked as they walked back toward the lobby.


“Mother? Fine… as always.”


“Mama asks after her.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Eliza was there for her when my father passed and later, during her surgery.”


Ford nodded. “How does she like living up north with your sister?”


Carl laughed. “She hates the cold. I suspect she’ll tire of that and the pace, then come on back home.”


“To live with you?” Ford asked. “Wouldn’t that be… awkward?”


Carl laughed quietly. “Mama knows about me, Ford. She’s known for years. She just wants me to be happy.”


Ford tried to imagine “I just want you to be happy” coming out of his mother’s mouth but couldn’t do it.


“All better?” Cicely asked, standing to meet them when they reentered the reception area.


“Right as rain,” Ford said.


“Where should I drop you?” Her phone announced a text, and she checked it.


“Just drop me at my car. I’m meeting Daddy later.”


Cicely raised an eyebrow but never took her eyes off her phone as her thumbs flew over the keyboard. “Where’s he sending you this time? Weren’t you in North Carolina last week and Texas earlier this week?”


“Yep, but he needs me to handle something else for him. Wouldn’t tell me what over the phone.”


“Sounds ominous.”


Ford turned back to face Carl. “Thanks for everything.”


“You’re welcome, and try to keep that bandage dry when you shower today… maybe cover it in plastic wrap like they do a new tattoo. If it gets warm to the touch or swells, come right back here.”


He handed Ford the bag of supplies. They smiled at each other until the weight of Stella’s appraising gaze broke the spell. Carl turned and headed back down the hall, and Ford and Cicely rushed out before Stella could start chatting again.


“You’ll get the bill in a couple days,” she sputtered after them as they left.




CHAPTER 4


 


 


FORD SMOOTHED the front of his polo as he reached for the doorknob of the mayor’s outer office, wishing he had put on something a bit more businesslike after his shower. But he figured it was late in the day on a Friday, the courthouse nearly deserted. What would be the harm? Standing at the door now, however, he was having second thoughts. Was it worse to be late or casual? The low-hanging sun poured through the tall windows, creating sharp, ominous shadows throughout the cavernous hallway.


He took a deep breath and opened the door. “Still here, Alma?” he asked when he saw his father’s administrative assistant standing at her desk.


“Heading out now, Redford, honey,” she said, gathering up her purse and a small briefcase before switching off her desk lamp. “How are you, dear?” she asked, pushing her chair in and stepping around the desk.


“Fine. And you?”


“Very well, thank you,” she answered, walking toward him. “Tom Jr. is coming home for a visit this weekend.”


“That should be nice. How’s he liking his studies?”


“Still undecided, unfortunately, but I’m sure he’ll find his way.”


Ford nodded toward the office door. “He busy?”


“He asked me to send you straight in when you arrived.” Alma’s eyes flicked to the bit of bandage peeking out from under his sleeve. “What’s this, dear?”


“Oh, uh, accident on the basketball court. It’s nothing Dr. Milton couldn’t fix.”


“Well, that’s good.” She patted his arm gently and shouldered her purse. “You know, Miranda asked after you. Called us last night out of the blue.”


“How is she?”


“She sounds fine, enjoys teaching art, loves the kids.” Alma removed a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed at her forehead and then her neck. “I’m relieved another woman—I think she told me her name was Ramona—has moved into that big old house with her. I never liked the idea of her sharing that place with that man, even though she insists they’re just friends. Didn’t seem right, you know?”


“Did you meet him?”


“Oh yes. Very nice young man, attractive, polite… intelligent… neat….” Alma trailed off. She unconsciously nudged her cat-eye glasses back up on her nose and smoothed a stray hair back into place in her otherwise immaculate, graying upsweep as she stared at a point just above his right shoulder, lost in thought. He cleared his throat to bring her back to him. “Oh… but, you know, people could talk.”
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