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Chapter 1


“I don’t see why ya gotta call ‘em,” Lisa said. She tugged on her hair, dyed a cheap drug-store brand black. She wasn’t quite goth, because no matter how rebellious Lisa had been as a child and later in her teen years, in backwater Tennessee, there were limits to how far off the deep end a person could go before the neighbors, family, church, and school would get involved. No one, Beau thought, no one wanted the school principal up in their business, no matter how much they wanted to be a unique and special snowflake. He sighed. His baby niece wasn’t a baby anymore, but it hurt to look at just how young she was. Sixteen, already a mother, and a runaway.


Lisa had always seemed more like a cousin than his niece; Emmaline, his half-sister from his father’s first marriage, was almost twenty years older than Beau. Lisa was only four and a half years younger than her uncle. They’d never been particularly close, but Beau had often put that off on Emmaline not getting on with her step-mom—Beau’s mother, Joanna—than anything else. She was a kid; Christ, they were both still kids, but here he was, staring down at her and her baby son.


“Believe you me,” Beau said, “I don’t want to. But you’re a minor, Lisa. And I ain’t got custody over you. So someone needs to know where you are and that you ain’t hurt.”


Vin glanced up from his sketchbook. “Also, I’m not especially keen on the idea of being arrested for kidnapping, contributing to the delinquency, and depriving lawful custody.”


“What?” Lisa snuggled her son closer, using the baby as a shield between her and Vin.


“There are legal consequences to your actions, kiddo, and they affect more than just you,” Vin said.


“Also, I think it would be better if you went back to school,” Beau said, ignoring Vin because nothing that he said was untrue, but neither was it helpful. “And I cain’t register you for around here without parental permission and a change of status.”


“Uncle Beau,” Lisa said, “I had a baby, I ain’t goin’ back into high school.”


Beau raised an eyebrow. “And what did you plan to do for the rest of your life without even a high school diploma? Lisa, honey, I want to help you. But in order to do that, I have to do it proper.”


“It’s called being a responsible adult,” Vin said. “And it blows rancid goats.”


Lisa choked off a laugh. She put Zach into his playpen; her need for a shield was trumped by the fact that the year-and-a-half-old child was squirmy. And heavy. Zach picked up one of his stuffed animals and proceeded to chew on its ear.


“Not helping, Vin,” Beau said.


Vin chewed on the end of his Sharpie. “Was I supposed to be? I don’t remember reading that in our contract.”


“That’s because we don’t got a contract,” Beau snapped. “A problem that I intend to remedy with all possible speed.”


Vin rolled his eyes. “You love me, admit it.”


Beau swallowed around an uncomfortable tightness in his throat. He did, God only knew he did, for as much as it cost him, as much as he’d sacrificed, it still didn’t equal the debt on his side of the equation. “I do,” he said. “But this ain’t about us.”


“Uncle Beau,” Lisa said, laying a hesitant hand on his arm, “I cain’t go home. I just cain’t. I’m sorry to cause you such trouble, and I don’t want you to be in trouble, but I don’t see how tellin’ everybody where I am is gonna do anything but make shit worse.”


“Lisa, honey,” Beau said. He drew the girl into a hug, smelling the cheap strawberry shampoo she used, her slender shoulders shaking under his arms—she was really upset. “What happened? If I’m gonna go to the mat for you, baby girl, I need to know what I’m fighting for. What did your grampa kick you out for?”


Beau’s father, Lisa’s grandfather, had been her guardian for the last year, since her parents had thrown Lisa out for getting pregnant in the first place. A hard man, with stern morals, Gerald Watkins wasn’t the easiest man in the world to love. He was hard and he wasn’t fair. Beau had managed to conceal his own faults from his father long enough to get into college before the shit hit the fan, but he couldn’t imagine how bad Lisa had been treated. Unmarried and pregnant at fourteen, she would have been a zealot’s favored whipping boy.


She sighed. “Jimmy came of age.”


“What? Your boyfriend.”


“He turned eighteen.” Lisa pushed Beau away and flumped with great emotion into one of the recliners. The chair squeaked a protest and rocked back. “His momma never did like me. When I got pregnant, she wouldn’t sign th’ paper that let Jimmy get married younger. Not that I could, not even if my parents signed it, until I turned sixteen.”


“But you are sixteen now.”


“Yeah. An’ Jimmy come ‘round to Grampa’s an’ he asked me to marry him.”


“And you said no.” Beau sighed. No wonder his father had pitched yet another one of his “you are dead to me” fits. Not marrying the boy after she’d gotten herself pregnant was tantamount to declaring that she was determined to live in sin. Admittedly, if Beau hadn’t come out as gay, it might not have been so bad, but Gerald was already at the end of his tolerance for his wicked young relations.


Lisa probed the inside of her cheek with her tongue. “A’ course I said no, Uncle Beau. Weren’t right two years ago an’ ain’t right now. Ain’t like he wouldn’t—Jimmy ain’t stupid.”


Beau sat down heavily. “Jimmy’s not the father, is he?” He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to force a headache away by sheer will.


“I never said he was,” Lisa said. She looked down at the tips of her over-sized boots. “I tried to tell Momma that, Uncle Beau, I swear I did. She didn’ want to hear it, said I was just making trouble for everyone an’ to shut my mouth up.” She scratched at her arms, her fingernails tearing red lines into her pale skin, dragging over lines and lines of scars. Beau knew she had once been a cutter; she’d been in therapy for it when she was eleven or twelve, and maybe she’d given it up, and maybe she hadn’t. He understood that, wanting the physical pain to hide all the stuff underneath the flesh, all the baggage and emotions and puss and bad stuff that lingered just under your skin. Physical pain was easier to deal with; you could put a Band-Aid on a wound that bled. His stomach turned and clenched.


“Who is the father, honey?” He didn’t want to hear the answer to that question—really didn’t. There was no way this was going to be a good thing, no matter who it was; there were a limited number of reasons Emmaline would reject what her daughter had to say.


“He’s Scooter’s son,” Lisa said, not looking up. Tears rolled off her chin and into her lap.


Beau went cold. “Scooter Davis?”


She nodded.


“Jesus fuck.” Beau dropped his head into his hands. “Oh my God.”


“Does this mean something to you?” Vin asked. “Because he’s not ringing any bells for me.”


“Michael Davis owns Bellhammer Trucking and Shipping, where Lisa’s father works as a driver. Scooter is his son. He’s like forty years old.”


“Forty-three. And Daddy’s best friend,” Lisa added, sniffling.


“Shit.”


* * * *


“It’ll be okay,” Vin said. At least he didn’t ask if Beau was all right, because Beau was decidedly not all right. “I’m here.”


“I know you are,” Beau said. He pulled his boyfriend into a quick hug. Vin was warm and snuggly against his side, all of what he wanted and needed. “Now, I need to do this, and don’t. Don’t touch me while I’m on the phone. I can’t get through this if I’m weak.”


“I wish you would shut up with that,” Vin said, but put his hands down at his sides and moved to the far side of the sofa. “You’re one of the strongest men I’ve ever met, and that’s saying a lot. David might even get a complex.” Beau snorted. David was Vin’s driver and bodyguard, and the person least likely to get an emotional issue that Beau knew.


Beau turned his attention to the phone and punched in his home—his parents’ home number; it wasn’t his home anymore and hadn’t been for two years. The same number he’d given to friends in elementary school, the phone where he’d talked to his wrestling teammates, the same phone that he’d spent hours listening to DeeDee—his faux girlfriend—talking about her small-town ambitions and small-town plans. The phone rang.


“Watkins,” a female voice answered the phone. “How are you this fine day?” Familiar, but not overly familiar.


“Ginny, it’s Beau.”


Ginger Bradly, except she was Ginger Watkins now, his older brother’s wife and mother of the niece he’d probably never meet. She had been a constant fixture in his life through high school. His brother’s girlfriend from when they were just fourteen, small-town lovers, high-school sweethearts. She’d been in his house and in his life. She sat down with the Watkins family for half of the holiday meals, and the other half had seen Lee sitting at the Bradly table instead. They hadn’t been friends, not exactly. Lee was eight years older, enough to see his little brother as a pest, an annoyance, and sometimes a responsibility. Close as kin, but not friends, and so Beau wasn’t friends with his sister-in-law. In fact, he hadn’t seen Ginny at all since just before her wedding.


Beau’s disastrous coming out to his family had resulted in Beau missing the wedding entirely.


“Oh, hi,” she said, startled. He waited to see if she would hang up on him.


“I understand you’re to be congratulated. I’m told you have a fine daughter now,” Beau said. It wasn’t Ginny’s fault Beau wasn’t a member of the family anymore.


“Thank you, sugar. She’s so big, I can’t believe it,” Ginny said, maternal pride shining over whatever other emotions she might have been experiencing.


“Ginny, is my mother home?” Beau asked. He wasn’t up to making small talk. “I kinda need to talk to her. It’s important.”


“I can have her call you back,” Ginny said. She lowered her voice. “It’s not a good time, sugar. Can I tell her what you need?”


“It doesn’t really matter if my dad’s around or not, Gin,” Beau said. “Lisa’s here. In Chicago.”


“Lisa, what? Where? Is she okay?” Her voice pitched upward, loud. Beau heard other voices in the background, queries, exclamations. Crap.


“Ginny, I’m only going to talk to my mother, so you put her on the phone. Do it now.”


The phone was snatched away from Ginny’s hands. Beau heard the undignified squawk she made. “Who is this? Where’s Lisa?”


God. Damn. “Lee. Hey, there. It’s Beau.” Beau’s stomach dropped three feet and hung out somewhere around his knees.


“Lee Watkins, you give me that phone right now and let me talk to my son,” Joanna Watkins demanded. She was a tiny woman, Beau’s mother, and Lee was tall. Beau could imagine her jumping up on her toes trying to reach the receiver. “And don’t hover over me, bless your heart. Go sit down.”


“Momma,” Beau said, chewing his bottom lip.


“Yes, Beau, honey, it’s me,” Joanna said. Over the line, Beau heard a sharp slapping, like his mother had slammed her hand down on the kitchen counter.


“I wanted to let you know that Lisa came to Chicago. She and Zach are fine. A little tired, and quite a lot dirty, but here. As far as I know, she hitchhiked most of the way, and took a bus for the rest of it. Probably hitched more than she’s letting on, but she’s safe now and there’s no need to fret over it.” Beau paused to take a breath, talking so fast it was like he was rollerskating downhill, bumpy and relentless and out of control. “She says that her grandfather—” even now, even almost eighteen months since Gerald had disowned him, he couldn’t bring himself to say Dad, and he didn’t want to make it an issue by calling his father by his given name, “—told her to get out, and since she’s not welcome at her home anymore, I thought I’d call and update you. She’s been here since Monday and we put her in some tutoring classes as of yesterday. She can’t attend high school here without getting residential status.” He was careful not to imply there was any choice in the matter aside from what Lisa wanted. He didn’t ask for advice. He didn’t ask what his parents wanted Lisa to do.


“You have her enrolled in school?”


“No, Momma, just tutoring for now. She’ll need an evaluation to place her more accurately, since she’s missed so much high school with everything that’s happened.”


“How did you make her? She was totally unmanageable when she was here.”


Beau shrugged. “Asked her.” He didn’t bother to add that he’d explained to his niece, in great detail, how hard things were going to be for her, with no education and no good job prospects. She was a smart kid; it hadn’t taken much for it to sink in that he was willing to help her, if she was willing to help herself at the same time.


“Butter must not melt in your mouth,” Joanna said. She sighed. “We couldn’t get her to do nothin’.”


Beau made a noncommittal noise of some sort. “So, can you send along that paperwork, please? It’d probably be better for everyone if she just got emancipated, so she can make her own decisions. I’m going overseas at the end of the summer and I won’t be able to be here for her until Christmas.”


“If you c’n talk her into goin’ to school, cain’t you get her t’ come back and marry that boy?”


Big, deep breath, so hard and fast his lungs hurt. “Momma, did she try to tell you the truth? Did you even listen to her?”


“Beauregard, don’t you even go repeating that,” Joanna said, sharp and cold. “That’s—”


“What I thought,” Beau filled in for her. “Just send the paperwork, please.” He lowered his phone and tapped End Call.


Vin was there, and took the phone gently from his fingers before Beau could throw it across the room; there was something so unsatisfying about disconnecting a cell call. Slamming a receiver into the cradle a few times would have helped to defuse some of Beau’s helpless rage, and those old rotaries were tough. You could rip them out of the wall and smash them across the room and they’d still work more than half the time.


“So, we have roommates?”


“We have roommates.”





Chapter 2


Elizabeth drops her knee down on Victor’s throat. The tension in her eyes reveals everything; fear and rage, loathing and despair. Victor struggles under her. Between his injuries and her leverage, he cannot free himself. His handsome face twists into a grimace of pain. His eyes bulge and his flesh turns brilliant red as he is suffocated under her weight.


Just before it is certain that he will die, she stands up. Victor writhes on the ground, coughing and choking.


“I chose not to kill you, Victor,” Elizabeth says. She rubs her hands together, smearing blood and mud across her fingers.


Incoherent with rage, Victor glares at her from his supine position on the ground, blazing eyes daring her to do it, to finish it. Begging her to end it.


“I love you,” she says softly. Her face is remorseless, pitiless, but her eyes well with unshed tears. “I always will.”


“Why?” Victor croaks. “Why tell me that now?” He coughs; a mouthful of blood sprays down his chin and he can’t wipe it away.


“You needed to know.” Elizabeth shrugs. From the bloody, muddy ground, she retrieves her machine gun and sword. She carefully wipes the blade clean against her jeans, leaving behind a smear of crimson. Machine gun held casually in one hand, she balances the muzzle against her shoulder. “But you make monsters, Victor. And I won’t let you make me one.”


She walks away, her hips moving slow and sweet, her high-heeled boots stepping neatly over the casualties of their battle.


Elizabeth Lavenza doesn’t look back. Victor knows this because he watches, without blinking, until she is out of sight.


The season finale was over. The credits scrawled over the seventy-inch television and the audience burst into applause. The show had already been renewed for another season; Victor was breaking viewing records for the network, and they were eager to keep that gravy train rolling.


Kate Belz grinned at her cousin. “I am so badass!”


“Yes, yes, you are,” Beau agreed, his voice a perfect mix of amiable admiration and not-quite-condescending agreement.


“Fuck you, Boo,” she said, punching him lightly in the arm. She stood up, joined hands with her co-star, Randal Lattimer, on her left, and they bowed to the applause. Piper Cole, the brilliant redhead who played the feisty but dippy sidekick, Maggie Seville, was already being swamped by fans eager to get her autograph. Piper had gathered quite a stack of admirers among the Rainbow Connection students and the LGBT movement everywhere for her blatant bisexuality and her rampant campaigning for equal rights everywhere.


“Hey, Pipes,” Randal bellowed across the room, his stage-trained voice projecting beautifully. “Save some fresh ones for us.”


Piper rolled her eyes expressively. “Don’t worry,” she said, scrawling her name in Sharpie across a glossy eight-by-ten. “They’re all pretty damn fresh.”


“Too bad Aris couldn’t have been here,” Kate mused. “He likes college-aged girls.”


“In this crowd?” Beau asked, laughing. “They’re more apt to go home with you than Frank’s monster.”


“Under that makeup, he really is a sweet guy,” Kate protested.


Beau coughed, put his arm around his cousin. “I’m very happy to be related to you, dear. You’re a wonderful person, and I’m proud of you for all that you’ve accomplished, but you are fucking clueless. You know that, right?”


Vin snuggled up against Beau’s back, a warm and welcome embrace, and dropped a soft kiss on his neck.


“Be nice to your cousin, love, she’s throwing a hell of a party.”


“This is as nice as the mannerless bastard gets,” Kate said. Beau shuddered and tried to control his flinch. She didn’t mean it as anything more than smack-talk; Kate wasn’t spending much time in Tennessee these days either. Truthfully, he wasn’t a bastard—his parents were all nicely legally married and all that stuff that didn’t really matter anymore—but according to Lisa, his brother Lee had started referring to him as “the bastard” to drive the obscure point home. Lisa meant well, or at least Beau hoped she did, but she viewed the whole thing as “us against them.” Complaining about her parents and grandparents was part of how she was dealing with the situation. Beau couldn’t find it in himself to shut her up. Too many people had been doing that to her already.


Vin, ever astute, gave him a quick glance and a quirked eyebrow. You okay?


Very comforting, Beau thought, the expressive language of a couple in love. Knowing, intimately, what your partner was thinking from a few gestures or expressions. He forced his mouth into a grin.


Beau twitched a shoulder. Maybe. “Let’s turn on the music and party, people!”


As the DJ cranked up the music, people dragged the chairs to the side of the room. Kate and her co-star hit the floor to the raucous cheers of other party-goers.


* * * *


“You think they sat us like this on purpose?” Mila leaned in close to Beau and whispered in his ear. Vin’s half-sister wore a floral pencil skirt, eye-searing orange high heels, and a turquoise top that went with neither and yet happened to look good on her. Forever 21 all the way. Beau himself was getting great use out of the sports jacket Vin had bought during Beau’s freshman year, and one of the business shirts he’d picked up on his soon-to-be-employer’s tab. It was hot as hell for May and he was sweating under the jacket; the pale blue shirt was stippled with moisture and stuck to his back.


“We’re the Switzerland of the family,” Beau whispered back. True enough. The college’s rules around distribution of tickets had been in place long before split families became the norm. He wondered how many fist-fights broke out after the fact, with the rules forcing families to sit together if they wanted to go at all. Six tickets per graduate would put ex-husbands and their trophy wives together with still-single moms. Depressed dads would be forced to sit near ex-wives and their sugar daddies. Probably made for tensions the like of which weren’t usually seen outside of awkward wedding toasts and drunken reception parties.


“The kids,” meaning Beau and Mila, had been dropped unceremoniously in the middle, with Vin’s grandmother to Beau’s left and Vin’s step-mother on Mila’s right. Lionel Reyes was seated as far as possible from Jonah Hughes, Vin’s father. Theoretically reconciled or not, the two men were determined that the other would be the one to break the wall of silence first.


If only the emotional ice cooled off the air, Beau thought.


“Also because if we’re in the middle, we can’t sneak off when this gets too boring,” Mila said. “And it will be ungodly boring.”


“Now, now,” Beau said, “look at it this way. Vin’ll have to get you a really nice graduation present for putting up with this bullshit.”


Mila squirmed in her seat a bit, wiggling her closed fists together in a tiny cheer. “Yay!”


“Ow. Your sarcasm is getting a bit sharp, kiddo.” Beau honestly liked Vin’s sister, and not just because she’d taken Lisa under her wing as her brand-new best friend. Lisa needed a friend, desperately. She hadn’t had any that stuck with her through the scandal of her pregnancy.


“You are kidding, right? You know your boyfriend,” Mila said. “Even if I booed him and threw eggs, he’d probably buy me a Mercedes.”


“I think your father nixed the car as a gift option.”


“Vacation to Hawaii? I’d rather do Los Angeles or something. I’m not much into the beach. Oh! Or Disney! That’d be killer! You’ll tell him that, right?”


Beau grimaced. “You are shameless.” Like hell Beau was going to suggest to Vin he give his little sister a Disney vacation; Vin would have all of them on a plane before he could blink. The scales were so out of whack already, with Vin fronting cash for Lisa’s tutoring.


Mila leaned against him, conspiratorially. “Don’t tell me you don’t want to go to Disney, Beau. You’d be lying. It’d be fun. We should definitely do it.”


It would be fun, Beau mused, and that was exactly the problem. “Well, you’re not graduating until next year anyway.”


“Don’t remind me. Senior year. Ugh. Prom. Hideous. Someone should stab me now.” Mila flomped, loose and overly dramatic, into his lap, flinging one arm over her head. “Woe, woe is me.”


“Watch your hands, Lady Macbeth, or Switzerland’s going to be voiding its neutrality.” Vin’s grandmother wasn’t quite glaring at them, she was too proper for that, but Beau recognized the thin, pinch-lipped expression.


“Is she actually listening to the speech?” Mila hissed. Commencement had been going on for quite some time and was likely to continue for another half-hour at least, but neither he nor Mila had been listening. There had been no spotting Vin at all in the hundreds of gowned and capped graduates. The speakers were tedious, giving lectures about what real life was like outside of college and how college had prepared them for this moment, on and on, and use sunscreen. Blah, blah, blah. Nothing about student loans or the impossibility of finding a job these days, or even, perhaps, Beau’s right to marry whomever he wanted; in short, nothing that was going to affect him. And nothing that was going to affect Vin, either, who had a job already lined up as a Board of Directors member on one—or more—of his grandfather’s companies. If Vin had even decided to do that. They hadn’t talked about it.


There was so much, Beau thought, raising his hand to the diamond stud in his ear, that he and Vin didn’t talk about.


The speaker wrapped up her ersatz motivational speech and everyone applauded, more from relief than actual enthusiasm. The dean of something-or-other-microphone-feedback got up and read off the list of colleges people were graduating from. Thank God they didn’t have to sit through an individual stage-march with the fake smiles and hand-offs of diplomas. Vin and his grandparents had gone to the Math department’s ceremony that morning while Beau accompanied Jonah’s family to a late brunch.


Mila stood up almost immediately. “One thousand and seven graduates, times six family members each, equals when the fuck am I going to get to eat lunch?”


“Mila!”


Beau hastily disguised a laugh as a cough, fooling absolutely no one. Mila grinned ear to ear and ducked around him to escape her step-mother’s swat.


“You are decidedly Vin’s sister,” he said to her, putting an arm around her shoulders conspiratorially. “He does that weird math thing, too.”


“Don’t be a hater,” Mila said. Vin’s grandparents didn’t wait, slipping between the crowd by virtue of not acknowledging that other people existed. Beau had learned that skill in high school, how to look without seeing, and other people would get out of the way. He’d largely given it up, but back in Tennessee, it had worked wonders for keeping people at enough of a distance so they didn’t ask uncomfortable questions.


They eventually made it out of the surging crowds and gathered over by the statue of Charles Lindgren, a famous Chicagoan—a Merchant Mariner or something. It was an ugly statue, and during finals week it often had feather boas draped all over it, a tradition that was lost in the annals of school mythology. Ann-Marie Darland was already there by virtue of some good old-fashioned pushing and shoving. She already removed her black cap and gown and had bunched it up under her arm. She had not, Beau noticed, followed the recommended “appropriate attire” underneath, wearing her typical jeans and wife-beater-style tank top. Her high heels were her only concession to fashion and she had already kicked them off onto the sidewalk. Her toenails were painted baby pink, something that Beau thought about commenting on and then decided it might be safer not to.


“What a pompous windbag,” she exclaimed, shaking her hair free from the cap. “Here. Be careful with that, I need to return it.”


“Not sure I understand why you bothered to march,” Beau said. He wasn’t planning on it—no family was going to come and see him, except maybe his cousin Kate, and only if she didn’t have filming obligations. Why waste the money and time on a ceremony? Ann-Marie had been likewise disowned by her family for being a lesbian, and she only spoke to her little brother when her mom wasn’t around to prevent it.


She shrugged and squeezed the bridge of her nose. “Had to sign up in order to get the tickets. Which I sold. There’s enough graduates with big families around here that I scored five hundred dollars a ticket. That’ll give me enough to put a deposit on my apartment and get some cheap furniture. And not have to work until teacher orientation in July.”


“I thought teachers had the summer off,” Mila piped up. She kept bobbing around on her toes, looking for Vin.


“Ha ha, dream on, little girl,” Ann-Marie said. “You’ll find out that being an adult sucks.”


“Hear, hear,” Vin said, finally reaching them through the crowds.


“Congratulations, big brother.” Mila hugged Vin, snatched the stupid flat cap away from him, and threw it into the air like a pinwheel. On the way down, it smacked her in the forehead, leaving a small red mark. She yelped, rubbed at it, and handed it back to Vin. “Traitorous thing.”


“Well done,” Jonah said, clapping a hand on Vin’s shoulder. Vin and his father still avoided much in the way of hugs or gestures of overt familiarity. The relationship was a work in progress. Vin made up for it by hugging the stuffing out of both Ann-Marie and Beau.


“Honestly,” Vin said, “I’m shocked I got here. Last year was…trying. I thought I’d be in summer school for sure.”


Lionel Reyes sniffed. “That would be appalling, Vinyl.”


“As appalling as not going to one of your preppy schools back east, or about as appalling as my failing fifth grade?” Vin asked. His eyes sparkled, bright and hard, and there was an edge to his smile that spelled trouble to anyone who knew him.


“You had a decent excuse then,” Lionel said. “Now, you do not. And you chose, not I, to come to this…little public college.”


“Granddad still thinks he could have bought my way into Princeton or something,” Vin confided to his father. “Wouldn’t that have been great? His grandson, who couldn’t even read until he was eleven years old? Trying to cut it at some Ivy League college? Yeah, I think that would have gone over really well. But, of course, poor Vin, he was traumatized after losing his mother. He didn’t talk and he didn’t learn. So maybe, just maybe, he might have wanted to earn something, for a change.”


“Awkward,” Mila singsonged, just behind Beau. Beau agreed. He laced his hand with Vin’s.


“Did you forget to eat breakfast this morning?” he asked. He steered Vin in a wide circle, avoiding looking at anyone’s eyes. “Come on, Ann-Marie, let me treat y’all to a cup of coffee or somethin’.” He leaned in closer to Vin. “Who pissed in your Wheaties this morning, honey?”


Vin let Beau drag him away, Ann-Marie and Mila tagging along behind them. Beau headed in the direction where they’d left David—Vin’s driver—and the Escalade. “I don’t know, I just…God damn, you’d think he could say something nice for once, but he’s been a bleeding hernia since I got in touch with my dad. And it’s not like…gah! Seriously. This is bullshit. It’s bullshit, is what it is. I worked for this degree.”


“I know you did, honey,” Beau said, squeezing Vin closer to his side.


“Vin, honestly, you’re being a dick. And not like a big ol’ swinging cock, either, but an actual dick,” Ann-Marie said. She didn’t pull punches, either the literal or the verbal sort. “What is up with that? Stop throwing away family.”


Vin shook off Beau’s arm and glared. “Just because they don’t care who I like to fuck doesn’t mean that they accept me. I spent all morning listening to my grandfather make snide remarks about how useful advanced mathematics won’t be in the boardroom. Just tired of his bullshit.”


“Yeah, I was gathering that,” Ann-Marie said.


“That being said, you did leave Dad and Angela alone with the crazy rich old folks,” Mila pointed out.


“If they kill each other, it’s not my problem,” Vin said. “Look, I’ll apologize later. Just…I need a beer. And since I can’t have that, a coffee’s going to have to do.”





Chapter 3


“Sorry,” Vin said. He shoved Lisa’s diaper bag onto the floor and snuggled up against Beau’s side. “I know this can’t be any fun for you.”


Beau enclosed Vin in a warm embrace, running his fingers through the stylized tangles of Vin’s hair. “I never really was one for the party scene, man. It’s cool. You don’t want to drink anymore. This is a concept I am all the way behind. Sometimes the best way not to be tempted is to avoid a thing. I am not pining for the graduation parties. Watching a movie and sitting here with my best guy is a fine way to celebrate.”


“You’re sweet. Delusional. But sweet.” Vin felt around on the coffee table and found the remote. “I feel intensely lame.”


“If what you mean by lame is making a big deal out of something that don’t warrant it, then yeah, you are.”


“I’m not just talking about missing the party.” Although he was talking about missing the party. It wore at him, having to skip the bar and the parties and the toasts because he could not bring himself to admit to anyone else that he had a drinking problem, despite everyone knowing he had a drinking problem, and he was supposed to tell people, but it never got any easier. The words stuck in his throat. It galled him to say the words. Vin was bored. He didn’t know what else to do with his free time because all he’d ever done was hang out and drink. That was his entire social life and when he thought of it like that, it was fucking lame as hell. And yet, what was he supposed to do with those hours? Especially now school was done; at least for the last few weeks, he’d been able to use up a lot of time just catching up on classes and studying and taking exams. Even Huang, that psychopathic son of a bitch who’d held his grade hostage until the very last possible second had managed a few words of not-quite-praise for him when he’d squeaked by with a C-.


He flipped a few channels…cop show with two women. Flip. Cop show with over-the-top sexual tension for people who’d been working together for five years and hadn’t fucked yet. Flip. Commercial. Flip. Science fiction western marathon running of the only season the show ever had. Click. “Five hundred channels and nothing to watch.”


Beau chuckled, eyebrows raised. His fingers never stopped their soothing flow through Vin’s hair. “Something else bothering you?”


“I don’t even know how to tell you without sounding like I’m whining.” And Vin personally thought if Beau ever looked at him with that vague expression of pity and contempt he saw in faces every time he dared to complain about shit, Vin would have to immediately impale himself on the nearest sharp, pointy object. He hated that look. That look that said he had no right to complain because he was rich. It was, he knew, entirely his own fault. He’d spent so much time trying to be normal, trying to have a normal life.


He hadn’t stuck to making friends with his peer groups, the ones who went on trips to Europe for spring break, the ones who drove fast cars that had never been certified pre-owned. The ones who always had a couple hundred dollars in cash in their pockets. Instead, he’d sought out the scholarship kids at boarding school. Gone to a public university. Maybe if he’d been in his grandparent’s house from day one, if his mother had married that jackass CEO her parents had wanted her to, things would be different. But he hadn’t, and somehow, he always felt the weird burden of his money.


“So whine a bit, if you need to.” Beau’s fingers curled through his hair, disarraying the careful styling, the tips tracing a light line down the back of Vin’s skull, along the sensitive skin behind his ear. “You’re allowed to have a bad day, love. I won’t judge you for that.”


Vin snorted. “Do you know what you want to do with your life, Beau? After school, whenever this part of it is over? Because I have no fucking clue. Ann-Marie already has a fucking job, and I’ve got, what? No need for one, so why don’t I just shut up?”


Beau shifted, letting Vin’s head slide into his lap. He reached under Vin’s neck and worked out the kinks and stress there. “Because you’re only human and you have just as much right to be hurt and confused as anyone else?”


“Not like I have to work,” Vin said. He moaned as Beau found a tense spot just under his shoulder blade and prodded it, using Vin’s own weight to relieve the pressure. “I could just not, you know. Be a trust fundie, a socialite. Become famous for being famous. That makes people a little less interested in my employment difficulties.”


“You might have to find someone else to star in your own personal accidentally-leaked sex tape, babe. I’m not up to naked public performances,” Beau said. He slid his hand along Vin’s throat and down inside the collar of the shirt. “Seriously, though, what do you want to do? It’s one of the nice things about you being stupidly rich is that if you really want to work in a burger joint or something, you probably can do that without having to worry about getting the rent paid.”


“Pretty sure I wouldn’t be any good at it, not to mention taking jobs away from people who actually need them,” Vin said. He tilted his head back, guiding Beau’s probing fingers to the sore pectorals. Carrying tension around all day was as difficult, sometimes, as lifting weights. Maybe more so, as there wasn’t any satisfaction to being stressed out like there might be to benching one-ninety. Beau slid one button free of its placket, moving his hands downward at the unspoken plea. “I don’t know, really. What I’m probably going to do is just what I’m told. Take an honorary board position with one of Gramps’ companies and show up to meetings and nod my head thoughtfully.”


Beau laughed. “Don’t even play, babe. You’re not gonna do that, and everyone knows it who’s been paying the slightest attention. Haven’t you noticed that you only do exactly what it is you want to do? Unless you decide you want a place on that board, you’re not going to be in there.”


Vin tipped his head back. “You think not?”


Beau leaned down and kissed Vin lightly on the mouth, the tips of his curls brushing the planes of Vin’s face, tickling. “No, I don’t think you’re going to work a board room unless it’s what you want to do. Do you not even realize what a strong person you are?”


“Give me a break, Beau.” Vin snorted. He shook off Beau’s tantalizing fingers and sat up. “I’m an alcoholic. ‘Strong’ doesn’t come anywhere on the list of adjectives that apply.”


Beau frowned, an epic downturn of mouth and eyebrows that came really close to being classified as a scowl. “Stop that. Look, really, I don’t wanna hear that kind of shit from you. I refuse to accept it. I don’t believe it. And neither should you.”


“You said I could whine if I wanted to,” Vin pointed out. “Just because you don’t like me cataloging my character flaws doesn’t make them go away. You disbelieving them doesn’t make me a better person. And you telling me to shut up doesn’t magically make me feel better.”


“If the universe was fair, it would.” Beau jerked another button loose from Vin’s shirt. He leaned over and touched his lips to Vin’s, gentle and soft.


“You cannot kiss me into submission about this,” Vin said. He scooted backward across the sofa, putting much-needed space between himself and Beau.


“You sure about that, babe?” There was a glimmer in Beau’s eyes that sparked a familiar ember in Vin’s belly. He hadn’t seen it in a while. Since Beau moved back in, he’d been tentative—tender and willing, but hesitant. Like he wasn’t sure Vin actually wanted him anymore, which was so far away from the truth that Vin had taken up the domineering role just to convince him.


“Somehow this doesn’t sound like a fair challenge to accept,” Vin said.


“Why not? Seems like a win for you all the way around. If I can kiss you into submission, you get to enjoy that, and have some of your badly mangled self-esteem fixed. And if not, well, then you get a lot more kisses.”


Vin was dubious that there were enough kisses—or anything else, for that matter—to rein in his self-doubt, but Beau was right. If Vin gave his boyfriend the chance, anything was possible. And if it wasn’t, well, then he might be looking at some killer sex. Which had to be worth something.


“All right. Challenge accepted. What do I get if I win?”
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