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Introduction

 

 

WHAT MAKES a book unforgettable? Extraordinary characters, intense emotion, inspired worldbuilding, and a larger sense of how the greatest love stories extend beyond two people to enrich and extend a community. Oscillating between snuggletimes and hot boning punctuated with stretches of “names doing stuff” never suffices. The best heroes save the world from itself while they’re solving themselves. No, special books deliver something unexpected.

I met Tere Michaels because of my deep respect and affection for Faith & Fidelity. I had no idea who she was and her cryptic website convinced me she was an elderly virtuoso living off Pop-Tarts in an attic somewhere, surrounded by feral cats. That didn’t matter and it was wrong besides. Her book resonated so perfectly with my own hankerings that whatever her circumstances I knew we lived on the same page. I knew we would be instant friends, to be honest. Chance had nothing to do with it because the obvious, overwhelming overlaps in our experience and inclinations made it a fait accompli. I adore and admire her unreservedly. As different as we are, we are cut from the same crazy cloth.

The first time I read Faith & Fidelity I thought, “This Tere Michaels person knows what an ending actually is and how people can live past it.” Talent and skill smoked off every page. The second time I read it, pulling it apart like a watch to see why it worked so perfectly, I could see on every page that she knew that “happy” and “ever” can only come “after” things that pull folks inside out. Every time I read the book I find something new buried there. I should, because Tere buried so much for us to find.

Faith & Fidelity begins in grief and disappointment, and with one deft stroke roots itself in the kinds of unhappy endings that can break spirits and crush lives. It charts a dangerous path to hope. And because Tere knows what she’s about in every sense, this dazzling story carries its readers into the light one gratifying step at a time with measured, mindful grace.

One of the greatest things about all of Tere’s books is the way they weigh happy endings as an idea… never for a moment glossing over the hideous U-turns life expects of us and the terrible costs of real joy. The thing about Happily Ever Afters is that they must be all three: they must offer real happiness, they must be everlasting, and they must come after things which are neither. Time passes, people grow, and the things that please us change because we change. What comes after happiness and how can we survive it?

HEAs are an odd monolith in the landscape of Romancelandia. The only things every romance must include are a relationship and a hopeful ending. That might sound simple, but in a world where fools can rule and you can be murdered for marrying the person you love, happy endings have a real cost and depicting them requires serious skill. Every happy ending comes at a terrible cost—otherwise who would care?

What Tere’s fiction does, like all great romances, is remind us of the impossible hope buried in the darkest moments of our lives, the beginnings which flow around and through us when we pay attention. Like water underground, joy surges up through the cracks in our concrete. If we have faith, if we show fidelity….

If you have read Tere’s work, you know exactly what I mean; if you have never read it, I envy you the overwhelming pleasure before you.

 

Damon Suede

Manhattan, September 2018




1: Matt and Evan Get Married. Secretly.

 

 

MATT HAD taken the subway to the city, so he and Evan walked to his car shoulder to shoulder. The kids were waiting; dinner had to be eaten. They had plans for the weekend to check on their friends and plans for the summer, when all the family could arrange a week or two to be together.

Evan felt the pieces falling slowly into place: another year, another lesson, another way to make things easier. Maybe they’d never find the perfect solution to everything. Maybe it would never be easy.

“I love you,” Evan said when they reached the car.

Matt paused at the passenger side, his expression pleased. He leaned his arms against the roof of the car. “I love you too.”

“You know this is it, right?” Evan matched his position from the driver side, the rush-hour traffic buzzing behind them. “Us.”

“Yeeees,” Matt said slowly. “I’ve known that for a while.”

The thought had come to Evan quietly and insistently as the day progressed. Some days he believed Matt had brought him back after Sherri died, but really, Matt made him so much better a person.

Better father. Better cop.

A better man.

“I need you to know that. I want to… to… show you how much this is forever….”

Matt’s expression went from concerned to amused to a sweet reddening on his cheeks that Evan found to be his favorite reaction, ever.

“The first time you did this—please tell me it was more romantic,” Matt murmured.

“Sherri was sitting on the bathroom floor with a pregnancy test in her hand,” Evan said ruefully.

Matt started to laugh.

 

 

MATT NEVER expected to play a direct role in a marriage proposal—giving or receiving. The foxhole front seat to his parents’ marriage left him commitmentphobic for most of his adult life, then boom, Evan, which seemed to take matrimony off the legal table, if it ever even crossed his mind. Besides, these years with Evan, making a home and a family, seemed far more concrete than a piece of paper.

Hell, they’d even discussed this, at length. Discussed and dismissed. They considered themselves “married” in the sense that this was it. Till death and all that stuff. When they bought a house together. When Matt became the twins’ guardian. Evan had risked his mother-in-law’s wrath and legal ramifications because he knew Matt would do anything to keep his kids—their kids—safe and sound.

They were it. As it was for their friends who were married or getting married. They didn’t need the hoopla or anything official to make it more so.

But.

Matt couldn’t lie to himself. He didn’t expect it, but apparently he didn’t mind it either. Surprise!

When the follow-up to Evan’s proposal of forever included making dinner, a discussion of early admission college applications with the twins, and a downstairs clogged toilet, he felt no disappointment. The space between “huh, okay” to “where’s the good plunger” barely made a dent in his mood.

Unexpectedly, the underlying feeling of “wow” tingling below his skin through all of it was what threw him. Every once in a while their eyes met across the room, Evan got a little grin on his face, and Matt felt bubbles of happiness in his gut.

So weird. They’d talked about it. It didn’t matter! Except maybe it did.

“I believe it’s traditional to celebrate an engagement with shower sex,” Matt said as soon as the bedroom door closed behind them. They’d handled both teenagers and the toilet, and now it was time to have some adult fun. He leaned against the wall, trying to look sexy, but Evan kept moving through the room and into the bathroom. Without him.

“That wasn’t the reaction I was dreaming of,” he called as Evan shut the door.

“Checking the toilet!” Evan yelled from the other side.

“Romantic,” Matt muttered to himself as he started to strip down to his underwear. He even threw his clothes into the hamper, because he was considerate like that and it felt like the right move when one a) accepted a marriage proposal and b) wanted to get laid.

The shower didn’t go on—a good sign; maybe that meant wet sex was still on the table—but Evan took his sweet time coming out. Matt turned on the air conditioner, then crawled under the covers, after a brief consideration of making a sexy pose at the edge of the bed.

For men of a certain age, there just wasn’t a way to disguise one’s stomach sprawled out, so he quickly ruled that out.

Minutes ticked by. Matt’s hopeful erection began to lag, and the remote fit in his hand so perfectly….

“I’m turning on the game!” he announced to the empty room and the rattle/hum of the AC.

When the clock registered fifteen minutes, Matt began to suspect food poisoning or a freak-out.

He rolled out of bed, grabbing his T-shirt from the hamper as he walked by. Neither of his potential theories had a mostly naked dress code, to be sure. A quick knock on the door, a pause, and Matt waited patiently.

The response came in the form of a heavy sigh that practically vibrated the wood between them.

“Stop freaking out, please,” Matt said cheerfully. A lesser man—a man who had not recently seen his life pass across his eyes on a highway on Long Island—might panic, but Matt knew Evan, and if he was honest with himself, he had seen this coming. “If you want to take it back, I think you’re fine. Unless you got me a ring, in which case you owe me double the shower sex for my broken heart.”

The door opened so quickly, Matt almost fell on the floor.

Evan’s face registered “pissed.” “You’re an asshole.”

“True, but you’re hiding and that’s usually because you’ve gone all…” He made a wild flailing motion with both hands over his head and an expression to match. Sticking out his tongue like a winded bulldog was an artistic flourish. “…Evan.”

“I wasn’t freaking out, and I have never, in my life, made that face.” He exhaled. “I’m just thinking.”

“Lucky for us the fire alarms didn’t go off.”

With a little shove to the middle of Matt’s chest, Evan stalked out of the bathroom.

“I just had this moment of thinking about engagements and weddings and telling people,” Evan said, doing his traditional pacing circuit around the bed and toward the door. “And—before you think this is about shame or anything else, shut up.”

Matt leaned on the doorjamb. “I said nothing.”

“You thought it.”

“Briefly. A blip,” Matt said lightly, crossing his arms. “Listen, I understand if the proposal was a reaction to the whole Tripp debacle and feeling scared. I get it. I won’t hold you to anything because at the end of the day, I’m not going anywhere. Broken engagement or not.”

Evan squinted as if trying to read his mind to see if he was telling the truth.

“What? Have I, at any point, made you think it was something I needed? I hate weddings—tight shoes, tiny slivers of cake, no seconds on whatever weird chicken-in-sauce dinner they serve. They give you like three potatoes—who only eats three tiny potatoes? And oh Jesus, the music….” Just the thought of enduring it made Matt shiver in horror. “You know I’m buying an industrial-size flask just to survive Jim and Griffin’s wedding, and I love them!”

“I don’t want a wedding,” Evan said, stopping midpace. “I mean, I want to be married, but I don’t want the… spectacle. That’s for other people.”

“Okay.” Matt shrugged. “You want to do something here, with just the family?” They could fix up the backyard. Maybe get a tent.

Evan started pacing again.

Matt’s good nature began to slip a bit. “You think the kids won’t go for that? Or… for any of it?” Katie’s reaction, he knew, would be 100 percent supportive. Elizabeth and Danny, he had a good relationship with them. No reason to suspect anything other than a couple of woo-hoos, and Elizabeth might get weepy. Which led them to Miranda.

“Miranda and me are on good terms now,” he offered, shifting uncomfortably. The game murmured low in the silences. Matt thought about turning it off or lowering the AC or doing anything, but he felt rooted in his spot. “When we were having our—difficulties—recently, she was totally on my side,” he said jokingly. “I could talk to her, if you’re worried. Maybe a bribe is in order.”

“No, no.” Evan stopped again, looking across the room to lock gazes with Matt. “This isn’t about Miranda. I know she’s come to terms with us being together. But even if I thought she’d react badly, this”—he made a motion between them—“this is it. I meant what I said when I asked you to marry me.”

The tension knotting Matt’s stomach unclenched slightly.

“Well, okay.” His body unfroze; he pushed off the wall, approaching Evan slowly. “Okay. No regrets, the kids’ll be all right. I don’t want a wedding either. So why are you at full freak-out?”

“This is barely a normal freak-out. I’ve been worse,” Evan muttered. He let Matt put his arms around him, resting their foreheads together.

Matt snickered, rubbing Evan’s back in comforting circles, trying not to seem sarcastic when he said, “Yes, dear.”

“Jerk.” Evan tilted his head back. “Can we just… let’s do this for us. Alone.”

“Elope?” Matt rubbed his hands up and down Evan’s back. “I’ll get Bennett to send us to the Keys.”

“Then Bennett would know.”

Evan’s words—and the ultimate meaning—finally sunk into Matt’s brain. He cycled through a multitude of emotions: confusion, concern, and then delight. “So when you say just us….”

“I mean….” Evan pushed against Matt’s body in a way that signaled the end of the conversation rapidly approached. “You, me, a judge. This isn’t for anyone else.”

Matt’s hands slid from comforting to suggestive as he grabbed Evan’s ass. With purpose this time. “My terms are shower sex and going away for the weekend to be noisy and rowdy,” Matt said, throwing in a suggestive grind for punctuation. “In bed, in case that wasn’t clear.”

A smile finally broke across Evan’s expression. “My terms are you can’t write your own vows because I’m fairly sure you’d mention my ass.”

“An ode to fucking Evan Cerelli, by Matt Haight,” he said sweetly, then cut off Evan’s laughter with his tongue.

 

 

EVAN LIVED in his head, a constant stream of concerns and worries and self-reflection, imagined reactions and potential pitfalls. Some days he worried about his kids to the point of distraction. He got caught up in cases, stewed over the ones that didn’t resolve quickly. He thought about his friends, torn sometimes between stepping in with advice and minding his own damn business.

All that time meant he knew himself with an uncomfortable level of detail. People thought him oblivious, but Evan could diagram every emotion and reaction he had down to the root cause.

Nothing happened without checking on that diagram.

Asking Matt to marry him was probably the most spontaneous thing he’d ever done. He tried to scrutinize it, come up with a reason for the secrecy, and all he could come up with was…

Mine.

Just one word. It was maddening, unreasonable—this purely selfish feeling coursing through his veins. He felt almost giddy with delight, carrying his secret around like a prize. Evan found himself checking his face in the mirror. Was he smiling too much? Did he look ridiculous?

He distracted himself with the change in the weather, upcoming holiday conversations beginning to crop up over the dining room table.

During dinner at Jim and Griffin’s house a few weeks later—over steaks and far too many bottles of red wine—Evan listened to them discussing their wedding, wiping his mouth every time he feared the urge to smile like a crazy person. Matt seemed outwardly fine with it all, throwing out jokes about penguin suits and offering to have the getaway car revving in case Jim changed his mind.

“You’re just jealous,” Griffin said, leaning against Jim’s shoulder. They’d been affectionate all night, touching and smiling, sharing quiet moments that started to ping Evan’s radar.

The engagement wasn’t new. The easy display of love wasn’t either. But the spark and crackle between them spoke of a secret of their own.

“We have most of the details worked out, but the actual execution—Daisy said she’d take care of it since we have other things to worry about,” Griffin said as they were scraping the last pieces of chocolate cake from their plates. God, their housekeeper created magic with sugar and flour and forty pounds of butter.

“I’m giving Daisy a credit card and free rein,” Jim muttered as Griffin petted his head and made soothing noises. “On purpose.”

“Why? Why would you do that?” Matt asked, leaning back in his chair. “Griffin has forty-four sisters and a hundred and eleven nieces. They can probably whip up something in a week. You may have some money, trust-fund baby, but Daisy’s used to gold toilets. You’re going to end up getting married on the moon.”

“There is so much to unpack there, Matthew. I’d start with the idea only the female members of my family could plan an event.” Griffin shook his head, but Evan picked up on the slight flush on his cheeks.

“What are you two going to be working on?” he asked finally, and was rewarded by the bashfully delighted grins Jim and Griffin exchanged.

A wordless conversation commenced; Griffin nodded and Jim rolled his eyes with a grin.

“Okay—this is for your ears only. Just the parties involved have the poop, and Daisy, because she is my platonic life mate…,” Griffin began, sitting up straight in his seat while still holding on to Jim’s shoulder.

“Nosy,” Jim interjected. “She’s nosy and currently emotionally compromised. She basically lives here.”

Griffin gave him a slight shove. “Shut up, she’s going to be fine.” He cleared his throat. “We can’t finish planning a wedding because we’ll be busy with more important things. My sister Farrah has agreed to be our surrogate. We’re uh—having a baby. Officially.”

Matt’s arms went over his head to call the touchdown of his life; he knocked over a half-empty wineglass getting up, then pulled Jim out of the chair to give him a lung-busting hug. Evan felt his entire face cracking with a smile as he got up a little less exuberantly to congratulate Griffin.

“I had a feeling something was up,” Evan said, giving Griffin a tight hug. “You looked like you had a secret.”

“The best secret! I mean, we said we were going to have a baby, but now it’s officially official, with a doctor and a schedule because we have a date to start fertility treatments. I want to tell everyone. I’m in the grocery store like, ‘Hey, these apples are great! My sister is having my baby! Or rather my future husband’s!’ But that sounds so… bad reality TV!” Griffin bounced a little as he pulled out of Evan’s arms. “So yeah, that’s our news!”

“You’re going to be wonderful fathers.” A profound gratitude settled into Evan’s bones: he and Matt deciding to get married, their friends having a child. He felt the satisfaction at a cellular level. “And I think it goes without saying, we are always available for babysitting.”

“When the baby is out of diapers, of course,” Matt added smoothly as he finally released Jim from his grip and moved over to do the same to Griffin. “And can eat wings without assistance.”

“You’re an idiot,” Griffin said fondly before being swallowed up into Matt’s excited hug.

Evan dodged the lovefest and ducked around to where Jim was standing, looking slightly rumpled from Matt’s congratulations.

“Exciting news,” Evan said, unsure of going for a handshake or a hug or—

Jim spared him the internal strife, offering his hand. “Thank you. We’re not really spreading it around until things are a done deal and Farrah has passed the three-month mark.”

“Of course, of course.” The handshake tapered off, and Evan made an impulsive decision to pull Jim a bit closer for a one-armed hug. “It’ll be nice to add another little one to the family.”

When Jim pulled back, he offered Evan a slight nod and a curious expression.

“That wine was great,” Evan murmured, feeling self-conscious, like Jim had taken his attempt at casual affection as an invitation to probe Evan’s mind. “But whew! Not used to it.”

“I’ll put on some coffee.” Jim looked over at where Matt was holding Griffin in a sleeper hold as the younger man flailed. “Haight, don’t break him. I refuse to go through all this to find another model.”

Matt dropped Griffin onto the floor. “Like… a model model? Someone taller, I assume.”

“He likes young, but not children. They’re all like eleven! Besides, I’m already house-trained,” Griffin said, indignant, as he got up off the floor. “You’re all insane. Except Evan. He’s an adult.”

“He’s ninety-seven on the inside.” Matt winked, then blew Evan an obnoxious kiss.

“I’m going to make coffee. Evan, you’re in charge of these two.”

As soon as Jim left the dining room, Matt and Griffin shared a look both mischievous and charming.

“Whatever it is, no.”

 

 

“IT” TURNED out to be champagne, which Evan said yes to.

 

 

THEY SETTLED into the guest room since tomorrow was Sunday, no one had to work, and they really did put away a lot of red wine.

Matt couldn’t wipe the ridiculous smile off his face. He stripped down to his boxers and bounced into bed, nearly upending a texting Evan in the process.

“Everything is fine at home. Danny set the alarm and locked the back door. He and Elizabeth have movie plans with friends tomorrow,” Evan reported as he put his phone on the nightstand. “Jane’s mother is driving them.”

“Thanks for the report.” Matt snuggled down next to him, moving his hands under the cover to tug Evan closer.

“You’re in a mood.” Evan let himself be pulled, which made Matt incredibly happy.

“A great mood, an amazing mood.” His hands wandered to the band of Evan’s boxers.

“We should have driven home,” Evan murmured, but he didn’t push Matt’s hands away.

“I don’t need to be home to do this.” He shut Evan’s further protestations off with a kiss—quick, dirty, and lots of tongue—sucking and biting until he could feel Evan’s erection pressed against his hip as they rolled back onto the bed.

The kissing worked for a few minutes, but Matt wanted more. He wrenched his mouth away as long as it took to yank Evan’s boxers down just enough to get a hand on his dick.

Evan snickered against his shoulder, punctuating it with a mild bite.

Matt’s brain divided itself between jerking the hard length in his fist exactly the way Evan liked it, and a reminder to ask what kind of wine they had, because hell, he liked the results.

“You want…,” Evan started to say, then arched his back as Matt got impatient, speeding up his strokes, tightening his grip as he went back to ravaging Evan’s mouth. His palm grew slick as Evan began to rock up against him.

“I want this.” Matt smirked, unrelenting as he jerked Evan off. Every twist and turn gave Matt the chance to rub his own hard-on against Evan’s hip. Long and slow and thorough had its place, but right now Matt just wanted to see Evan lose his fucking mind.

“Oh shit,” he muttered, eyes closing as he leaned forward. Matt wrapped his free arm around Evan’s shoulders, stroking until his arm hurt and Evan spilled over with a long, low moan.

Matt licked up the side of Evan’s neck, then dragged his wet hand over his future husband’s stomach, taking full advantage of this rare pliability.

“Stop that,” Evan said, falling back against the pillows, flushed and smirking.

“I don’t want to mess up the fancy sheets.” Matt instead used Evan’s chest to wipe his hand off. He made it to right between his nipples before Evan grabbed his wrist.

“You’re pushing your luck.”

Matt waggled his eyebrows as he rubbed his as-yet-unrelieved dick against Evan’s hip. “Are you going to scold me? Spank me a little?”

“I drank a lot of wine, I didn’t suffer a head wound.” Evan seemed to realize what he was smeared with, his face scrunching up.

“I love it when you talk dirty.” Matt rolled over halfway to grab the tissue box off the nightstand. “Here, expensive tissues. They’re probably made from angel wings.”

Evan took half the box to clean himself off while Matt impatiently rutted against his side.

“If you throw these tissues away, I’ll return the favor.”

“If you return the favor with your mouth, we won’t have to worry about more tissues,” Matt volleyed back, wriggling out of his boxers in a second flat.

Matt waited for the ceremonial rolling of the eyes or Evan’s veto, but the wicked grin he got in return made him want to invest in whatever winery produced that elixir.

Tossing the tissues on the floor, Evan rolled over on top of Matt with what might be called a growl.

“Very practical,” he said. “I like practical.”

Matt put his hands on Evan’s shoulders, giving him a gentle push as he licked his lips. “I like it when you’re sucking my dick.”

“Romantic.”

“So romantic.” Matt choked on his words as Evan slid down between his legs, making sure every inch of their bodies touched.

“So romantic,” Evan echoed, licking Matt root to tip.

God bless red wine.

 

 

HEAD STUFFED with cotton and mouth tasting like the floor of an old Chevy, Matt wandered out of the bedroom far too early for his liking. He’d woken up with a start and then couldn’t get back to sleep. Didn’t old people wake up super early? Was he old now?

“Put on pants, Daisy and Sadie will be here in five,” Jim said as he walked by Matt in the hallway. Matt blinked at him blearily. Jim in tight black workout clothes, faintly smelling of sweat, appeared as if a mirage.

“What?”

“We do Sunday breakfast with Daisy and Sadie, so put on pants,” he repeated slowly. “Pancakes and bacon, lots of coffee.”

“I love you, even though you’re a psycho who exercises on a Sunday morning,” Matt muttered, ducking back into the bedroom. “You drank as much as we did!”

He debated a shower and settled for a quick wash before putting his clothes from last night back on. Evan snored loudly in the bed, worn out from their drinking and sexual escapades, which ended up including a hand job, a blowjob, and some pretty spectacular follow-up frottage. Maybe he wasn’t old.

Matt stood up a little straighter. Nice work there, Haight, he thought.

The guest bathroom touches were clearly Daisy’s influence: new toothbrushes that looked as if carved from wood, citrusy-smelling deodorant, shaving stuff, and towels that felt like clouds the color of café au lait. Classy aftershave he could never afford. He patted some on his face before whistling out the door in anticipation of coffee.

“Hey, Evan, wake up,” he whispered loudly, shaking his future husband—future. Husband—on the shoulder. “Breakfast.”

Evan grumbled, eyes still closed as he tried to tug the covers over his head. “Go away.”

“You know they have expensive bacon,” Matt said in a normal voice, then followed up with a loud smacking kiss against Evan’s cheek.

“Where… what?” Evan came around slowly, blinking and licking his lips as if tasting the vague wine hangover.

“We’re at Jim and Griffin’s. There’s food downstairs. Oh, and Daisy and Sadie.” Matt got off the bed, slapping Evan on the ass for good measure. “Come on. I love you, but I’m not missing my coffee for much longer.”

“Go. I’ll be down in a few.” Evan sat up slowly, grabbing his head as he moved. “Any chance they’re also serving aspirin?”

“Probably fancy aspirin too. From France.” Matt dropped another kiss onto Evan’s head. “Don’t be long.”

Evan’s response was just a moan as his face smacked back into the pillow.

 

 

HALFWAY DOWNSTAIRS, Matt started to smell breakfast. Heavenly, beautiful breakfast—coffee, frying pork, and who needed more than that?

He also heard squealing.

“My goodness, is that Miss Sadie?”

The auburn-haired toddler spotted him as he came around the corner and began to clap her hands together delightedly.

“I was hoping to get her fed before you showed up,” Daisy said as she sat at the table with a bowl in one hand and a spoon of oatmeal in the other. Both she and Sadie were dressed in navy hoodies and pale blue sweatpants—though the baby’s outfit was accessorized with a bib. “She’s distracted by other children.”

“This hangover is not kid-approved, believe me.” He dropped a kiss on her cheek before doing the same to Sadie.

“You boys are terrible influences on each other.”

“I happen to know you can drink Griffin under the table,” Matt responded as he headed for the magnificent coffee maker chugging away on the counter. “You need a refill?”

“Always.”

“Sadie could drink Griffin under the table,” Jim said.

At the giant six-burner stove, Jim manned several sizzling frying pans, a spatula in each hand. The sweaty clothes were gone, replaced by jeans and a black sweater. Ninja health nut, Matt thought.

“Where’s my kiss?” Jim asked.

“With your future husband, I’m guessing. I could slap your ass if you want.”

“Language!” called Daisy.

“A-s-s.”

“Yes, you are.”

“This is fun. We should live on a commune together. You, me, our menfolk, Daisy and the wee child, our kids. Your kid.” Matt grabbed the full carafe on the counter and one of the enormous white cups stacked next to it.

Jim side-eyed him so hard Matt only half-jokingly winced.

“No?”

Daisy hooted from the table.

“What say you, Daisy Mae? Wanna move to Queens and be my sister-wife?”

Griffin stumbled into the kitchen wearing Kermit the Frog pajamas, glasses, and hair askew. “What the hell did I walk into?”

“Matt’s being chippy,” Daisy said as she tried to tempt Sadie into eating more oatmeal, but the toddler shook her head, preferring to focus on the adults.

“Too loud,” Griffin muttered as he plunked down into a chair. “Good morning, sweet Sadie.”

“Niff,” she said adoringly.

Matt refilled Daisy’s cup, then sacrificed his own for Griffin.

 

 

NEWLY POURED cup of coffee in hand, Matt resumed his place leaning against the counter as the scene of domestic bliss played out before him. He basked in the pleasure of his extended family. The banter and the smiles. Wasn’t too long ago when they were all in various states of sadness. Hopelessness. Separation, literal and figurative. He remembered hiding out here during the fights with Evan, Jim and Griffin’s relationship full of tension with Daisy and Bennett’s marriage going to shit.

Not everything was fixed, nothing was perfect, but Matt couldn’t help but feel they’d passed some sort of test. Jim and Griffin’s baby. Marrying Evan. The kids growing up. It was all coming together.

“What the hell is that look on your face?” Jim asked, reaching across the counter for an empty platter. “Do I have to throw out the sheets?”

“Hmmm? Yes. And I might have to buy you a new mattress.” He sipped his coffee, batting his eyelashes at Jim over the rim. “I definitely recommend getting rid of the washcloth in the hamper.”

“I’m going to have to hide my child from you people once she starts understanding innuendo,” Daisy sighed.

 

 

EVAN TOOK a long hot shower in the guest bathroom. The rainfall fixtures, the towel heater—he’d been in less luxurious hotels.

“I have bathroom envy,” he muttered to himself as he toweled himself off in front of the fogged-up mirror.

The threatening hangover abated by the shower, Evan brushed his teeth slowly, his thoughts drifting to last night. At some point he expected for sex to get boring, routine. Even the best sexual relationships had to dull at some point.

Right?

Then again—and he was loath to compare—he and Sherri didn’t want for wanting. Slow spots could be blamed on children and work and stress, not a lack of desire. So maybe even someone like Evan, slow to rev up and incredibly selective as to who did the revving, could enjoy a robust sex life.

Maybe even a thorough rubbing off in their friends’ guestroom led to feeling a little punch-drunk the next day.

Or maybe it was all that red wine.

Or maybe it was the thrill of their secret.

 

 

“TECHNICALLY THIS is a walk of shame” greeted him when he entered Jim and Griffin’s enormous kitchen. Griffin sat at the table, a forkful of pancakes in one hand and a wicked grin on his face.

“How do you figure?” Evan asked, taking stock of Jim, Matt, and Daisy in the remaining chairs, all in various states of eating.

“Matt already tattled about your shenanigans,” he said sweetly. “And you’re wearing the same clothes!”

“That’s a naughty sleepover,” Daisy offered. She patted her mouth with a napkin, then stood up to give Evan a hug. “Not a walk of shame.”

“Thank you.” Evan patted her back, hoping it translated to hope you’re doing okay.

She gave him a wink before sitting back down.

Griffin puckered up, but Evan just patted the nest on his head before circling over to sit down next to Matt, who gave him loving eyes in between bites of bacon.

“Morning.” Jim waved the coffee carafe in Evan’s direction. “I hope the facilities were to your liking.”

“Your shower is a magical experience.” Evan accepted the carafe from Jim, then poured himself a cup filled right to the brim.

“You don’t want to know how much it cost.” Griffin passed along a heaping platter of pancakes and scrambled eggs.

A gentle tug on his pants leg and Evan peered under the table—where Sadie sat, dancing a purple monkey over everyone’s feet.

“Hey, Sadie.”

She waved the monkey in his general direction.

When he came back up, he got a syrupy kiss on the cheek from Matt.

“I love our lives, but we might consider moving up here permanently.”

“Only if you want to have endless conversations about weddings and babies,” Griffin said, then froze, gaze darting to Daisy, who reached for the saltshaker.

“I can feel you looking at me with your cartoon eyes,” she said calmly, focused on her plate of food. “I’m happy for you guys.” She looked up, her perfectly poised face punctuating her tone. “Truly. I mean, life goes on, right? After the year we’ve had, this little group needs only good news from now on.”

Evan felt Matt pressed against him, shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. He watched Griffin’s expression melt into goofy happiness, and even stoic Jim cast a smile across the table. Under the table, Sadie babbled to herself.

Only good news, even if it stayed between two lovers.

 

 

TEN DAYS later Matt sat at his desk, considering turning the furnace on as he sipped his morning coffee. Quiet house, a stack of work to go over before his lunchtime conference call with Jim. A dozen phone calls to make. Contentment settled over him as he reached for his phone.

A text appeared, from Evan.

What are you doing Thursday, week after next?

Matt glanced over at his wall calendar, then double-checked his laptop.

Nothing. Why?

The three little dots hovered for a few seconds.

Let’s do it.

A sex joke came to mind first, but a second later, Matt got it. He dropped his phone on the desktop as a frisson of delightful nerves sparked him to sit up straight. He took a moment to move his coffee cup three inches and straighten his laptop, then picked up his phone.

Okay.

Another long pause with those dancing dots.

Great.

Matt stared at the screen, a ridiculous smile pulling at his cheeks.

Great.

 

 

NOTHING HAD indicated today would birth a decision.

Evan woke up, showered, checked his email, drank coffee, briefly complained about the chill in the air to Matt, then negotiated the traffic into the city. A normal Wednesday.

His morning brief finished, Evan sat down at his desk with another cup of coffee, looked at the calendar, and thought, We should get married the week after next.

He froze for a second, the cup halfway to his lips.

The need for secrecy still felt right, the totem of “this is for us” lovingly curled inside his brain. All the pomp and circumstance around even his rushed wedding with Sherri amounted to pleasing her parents and her priest; at no point during the process did Evan think, I love her more now. He’d made his decision about her long before that moment, as he’d decided Matt was forever so long ago he couldn’t even pinpoint the time and place.

Outside his office, Evan observed his precinct busy at work. Phones ringing, conversations and laughter, the serious expressions of men and women trying to protect. Serve. He tried to imagine the chaos that would descend if his and Matt’s marriage became a PR stunt.

He put down the coffee, picked up the phone, and texted Matt.

 

 

PLANNING A secret wedding meant lists in code (“Gorilla glue, newspaper” meant “Suits at cleaner’s and marriage license”) and slickly creative lies they plotted in bed with the lights out (“Can Jane’s mom drive you to soccer practice? I have a meeting downtown.”). Matt said something vague to Jim about an appointment, which proved unnecessary as his best friend and business partner had other things to worry about.

“Jim’s preoccupied with making sperm, so we’re good there,” Matt reported, whispering into Evan’s ear as they were making dinner Sunday night. “They’re going to try and knock up Griffin’s sister that week.”

Evan stopped stirring the Alfredo sauce, a grossed-out look on his face.

Matt snickered.

“Day off procured?”

“Yeah.” Evan indicated the boiling pot of water with a tilt of his head.

“We have the uh—newspaper to get this week.”

Evan opened his mouth to answer, but Elizabeth strode into the kitchen, rubbing her hands together. “I am so hungry!” she declared.

Matt swatted her with the dish towel. “Feel free to help. Maybe find something green in the fridge?”

“A vegetable or just something you left in there too long?” Elizabeth said sweetly, getting another swat for her sass.

With a wink, Matt chased Elizabeth around the kitchen twice before Evan remembered the boiling pasta and saved dinner.

 

 

THE FIRST wrinkle in their plan came when Evan realized they needed a witness to get their license. Their procured two-hour block of time—to get to the Bronx courthouse, get the license, and get back to their respective jobs—left little time for debate. Who could they trust?

“With our lives? I could reel off a list. With a secret? Zero. Not one of them,” Matt bitched as he got dressed, Evan on speakerphone as he drove to work.

“Not even Jim?”

Matt considered his best friend for a moment but dismissed it. Keeping a secret of that magnitude from Griffin would eat at his stomach lining, and while he might not say anything, the stern disapproving looks they’d get for eternity were not worth it.

Before Matt could answer, Evan was replying to himself. “No, that wouldn’t be fair. I don’t want to ask him to keep secrets from Griffin.”

“Good point. What about….” He trailed off. If Vic weren’t in Florida, he’d consider it, but they didn’t have time to get him up there. “Abe! Abe Klein!” Matt yelled suddenly, his shirt half-unbuttoned.

“Your ex-partner?”

“Yeah. It’s perfect. He doesn’t socialize with our sprawling group of busybodies, never crosses paths with them. And if we ask him not to share with Vic, he would keep his mouth shut.”

“Hmmm.” Evan was quiet for a few seconds over the phone line. “Yeah, okay. That sounds perfect. Do you think he can make it on such short notice?”

“I’ll call him, but generally speaking, he’s either at a Yankees game or sitting in a bar three doors down from his apartment. He can probably squeeze us in.”

 

 

ABE KLEIN did not, in fact, have plans.

“I’m glad to help you, Matthew, but you are playing chauffer if I’m keeping a secret.”

The next day Matt picked him up, gunning the motor as his nerves kicked up and sweat began to form under his armpits. A dress shirt suddenly felt like a terrible idea. If this was his reaction to the license-getting, they’d have to hose him down for the actual marriage vows.

Abe, in what Matt recognized as his funeral suit, shuffled to the car, cane in one hand and a dapper hat with an owl feather in the other.

“We’re not shaking down some bar owners,” Matt said as a greeting when Abe settled into the passenger seat. “You look like an extra from The Sopranos.”

“Hmph,” Abe answered, struggling a bit to get the seat belt on, his hat and cane stowed on the floor.

Matt struggled himself—with not offering to help. Abe would probably shoot him.

“I figured I’d dress up for such a momentous occasion. Matthew Haight, legendary tomcat, officially taken off the market.”

“I’ve been off the market for years. Where have you been?”

“The bleachers at Yankee Stadium.”

 

 

THEY CHATTED about sports and the weather and the mayor being a bonehead. For a moment Matt felt like he was driving a time machine back to his homicide days with Abe.

“The more things change, the more they stay the same,” Matt muttered, half to himself, earning a bark of laughter from Abe.

“You takin’ my lines?”

“I thought I read that in a fortune cookie.”

Just a few blocks away from the courthouse, Matt began swallowing repeatedly and tapping out a furious beat on the steering wheel. He felt Abe’s amused gaze on him but kept staring straight ahead as a cop attempted to direct traffic around emergency manhole cover work. The road rage was palpable.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Stupid traffic,” he added.

“Evan meetin’ us there?”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

Matt turned his head enough to shoot Abe a look. “Asked and answered.”

“Just trying to be a good witness,” Abe said with a smirk. “Want to make sure you aren’t having second thoughts about this.”

Matt opened his mouth, then closed it. “I don’t even have first thoughts on it,” he said finally. “Never expected this—any of it. Now I’m… I’m freaking out a little.”

The confession made him sweat even more.

“Hmmm,” Abe murmured. His tone had definitely shifted. “Well, we got some time as it’s clearly this guy’s first day directing traffic.” On cue, a truck driver leaned out of his white panel truck and began screaming. “You want to get married?”

“I thought I was already married. So what about a piece of paper makes things different?” The line from Princess Bride echoed in his head. Marriage is what brings us together today. A slightly hysterical laugh got stuck in his throat.

Together to do what?

Be together forever? Love each other? Raise the kids together? Pay bills, buy groceries, bitch about plumbing, and argue over who had to rake the leaves?

They’d been doing that, successfully, for years.

So why now? Why this?

He said as much to Abe, who hummed again in response.

“I’ve got two divorces under my belt, so take this with a shaker of salt,” he said. “But what you’re talking about is the everyday stuff. You make a commitment, you deal with the consequences. Not just in marriage—having kids, having a career, owning a house. All of it is saying, ‘All right, I accept the responsibility for this.’” Abe looked out the window. “But… you don’t want a car anymore, you sell it. You don’t want to be married, you split up. Even kids—well, you know as well as I do how many of them get left behind.”

“This is not helping my state of mind,” Matt sighed, resting his head against the steering wheel. The background music of horns and cursing seemed apropos.
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