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Weddings, Christmas, and Such

Holiday Stories from Granby

 

By Amy Lane

Granby Knitting Series

 

Welcome back to the world of Granby, where the yarn is soft, the knitting is fine, and the critters are never far off….

After the happy ever after of Blackbird Knitting in a Bunny’s Lair, Jeremy and Aiden continued to be fan favorites, and author Amy Lane visited them from time to time in a series of whimsical shorts that were posted on her blog and Patreon. Those shorts, together with a brand new, never before seen Christmas novel featuring the entire Granby family, are gathered here in Weddings, Christmas, and Such, a collection of stories that show the good times in the bad, and the hope even in the darkness. Welcome back to the world of Granby—Jeremy, Aiden, Craw, Ben, Stanley, Johnny, Ariadne, Rory, and baby Persephone are all happy to see you again!

In This Collection:

The Gift of a Birthday: The folks at Craw’s mill and shop have always knitted for each other’s big holidays, but one person in their midst hasn’t been entirely honest about his own birthday…

Bunnies: Ariadne and Rory are going off on a much-needed vacation—are Jeremy and Aiden prepared for full-time childcare and all the hard questions it might entail?

And the Mountains Should Crumble: Hard times have come to Granby—can Craw and his small patchwork family survive fire in the pandemic, and find something to be thankful for on the other side?

Weddings and Such: After all the troubles and some years of peace, it really is time for everybody to get married. Has Jeremy come far enough along from his rabbit days to be the center of attention while his boy makes an honest man out of him?

Crocheting Hawks and Knitting Christmas Angels: Gideon Haze and Pippen Madison commit a near-tragic mistake, and everybody’s favorite bunny is laid up for Christmas! Can the bodyguard and his vulnerable charge find a way to atone for their lapse in judgment and grow into the men who can make themselves and their new Granby family safe from Pippen’s dangerous father?


 

 

I wrote this a few years after the last Granby book. I was posting on a birthday blog for a friend, and my readers asked for Jeremy and Aiden. It occurred to me that Jeremy probably didn’t have a birthday then—and why birthdays, whether celebrated with gifts or just a picnic in the park, or even a hug and a “happy birthday”, seem so important to us. It’s important to know the world is better with us in it. Jeremy deserved some celebrating, right?


The Gift of a Birthday

 

 

JEREMY KNEW when Aiden’s birthday was—the beginning of the fall. The first year Jeremy had come to Granby, Aiden was already eighteen, but as Jeremy’s stay had grown beyond those first few months, when he lived in Craw’s tack room, and into the years in his own apartment, he’d become part of the family unit that celebrated each birthday as it arrived. Aiden’s in August, Ariadne’s in September, and Craw’s in November. For him, as he learned to knit—and mastered his craft—it was like he worked all year for those three months, and then the big payoff in December.

And because he’d been just the help—and because Aiden had been a callow boy who had grown into a strong and able man—it had not occurred to any of the people who loved him most that Jeremy didn’t have a birthday.

Until Aiden turned twenty-four.

Craw and Ben showed up at their house first, since Jeremy had elected to host. Summer was holding onto its heat a little, and he’d had to open all the windows in the snug little two-story, letting the flowing curtains blow in and out as the wind swept the bowl valley of Granby. Aiden’s mother brought the cake, of course, and Aiden’s brothers and sisters showed up too. Aiden’s father took the littlest ones out to go pet the bunnies and chinchillas and such in the outside pen, and Jeremy knew by now that they were gentle with the more tender of the critters.

Rory, Ariadne, and Persephone were almost late for dinner, but then Ariadne had still, after a year and a half, not gotten the hang of packing the baby bag, her purse, and the yarn bag all together. She’d told Jeremy once that Rory had gotten the hang of packing the baby’s bag and putting it on a chest by the door, so all Ari had to do was grab her keys, wallet-phone, and yarn bag, but still. That baby was toddling around and making all sorts of problems, and that was just going to be Ariadne for a bit.

So there they were, all the people Aiden loved best—even Johnny and Stanley, who had taken the drive out before the roads got icy in September—and Aiden wasn’t there.

“You don’t know where he is?” Ariadne laughed, bringing the milk to the table with one hand while balancing the baby on her hip. Jeremy grinned at Persephone, who chewed on her teether toy in response. Her lip had been stitched up, but she would still need some surgeries to take the tubes out of her ears and make sure the inside was all matched up to the outside when she was grown enough.

Jeremy didn’t care. She was his shining star right there, and his mother didn’t mind that he called her Persy, even a little.

“I didn’t realize he’d taken the car,” Jeremy said, puzzled. “And Craw’s not here either. I mean, it’s my boy’s birthday—you think he’d be here!”

Jeremy had knitted him boot socks, the kind that came all the way up to his knees and then folded over. They were thick socks with fine yarn, and handsome clocks ran down the sides. Jeremy had wanted to buy him something—maybe a new television or a gaming system, even though they didn’t have much money. He’d thought that maybe Aiden would have grown tired of knitwear after nearly five years, but no, Aiden said he wanted Jeremy’s work and Jeremy wasn’t going to gainsay him.

But Aiden had said nothing about hauling off into the wild blue yonder with Craw as his copilot.

“Ben?” Ariadne called. Ben was sitting in the front room, playing chess with Johnny and losing. It bothered Ben a lot because he was supposed the be the smart engineering guy, but Jeremy could have told him that the organized crime guys could gut you at any game that involved killing time. He should have been relieved at the distraction—or at least amused by Stanley wandering over the house and fawning at all the hand-knit items that occupied space. Ariadne’s lace valances, Craw’s knitted throws—even the gloves or mittens that could be found pretty much on every flat surface of the house seemed to intrigue him.

Johnny could be heard frequently rumbling things like, “Sure, cupcake, I think you could make that—that’s really pretty knitting there,” with absolute patience.

But Ben did not look relieved. In fact, he looked a little guilty.

“What?” he asked, focusing on the dog who lay at his feet. “Jeremy, have you brushed Bluebell recently? She is positively shiny!”

Ariadne and Jeremy met eyes, and Ariadne crossed her thin arms and cocked her hips. “What do you know?” she asked, growling a little.

“Nothing,” Ben said with a winning smile.

“You are so lying.” Johnny laughed. “It’s a good thing you’ve been straight your whole life, because you wouldn’t have lasted past puberty in the mob.”

Ben gave him a befuddled look. “I’ve been gay my whole life, and probably not.”

Ariadne started tapping her foot. “Cute, guys. Really cute. Where the hell did Aiden and Craw go—“

“Is dinner ready yet?” Craw demanded, striding in through the door like they hadn’t just been MIA.

“Aiden?” Jeremy said, trying not to be hurt. He was wearing an apron wrapped around his waist and oven mitts on his hands, and he was not so free and easy with this whole family thing that he appreciated being all alone there with the entire free world rambling about his house when Aiden was supposed to be the guest of honor.

Aiden walked straight to him and dropped a kiss on his forehead, then took the oven mitts and took over the food prep, ordering everyone into the kitchen to grab a plate and make an assembly line and then go about their business and eat.

Well, everyone was hungry, so it worked.

Food, cake, fun, and then Aiden’s family left and everybody breathed a sigh of relief. Stanley and Johnny were getting ready to go too, but Aiden called them back into the kitchen. His gifts still sat on the table—Jeremy’s boot socks in the place of honor, and the basic sweater Craw had knitted out of sturdy yarn, so Aiden could wear it any time and not feel bad if it got dirty. Ariadne had been experimenting with felting, and she’d made him a small area rug for the bedroom, which Jeremy admitted privately was maybe the best thing in the collection—but he wasn’t looking at his gifts now.

“Here,” Aiden said, pulling the chair back for Jeremy and then sitting down himself. “Okay—my family had to go because they do not know all the details of Jeremy and I didn’t want him to be uncomfortable, but everybody here does, and I’ll bet, if you think really carefully, you can figure out what this is about.”

Ben looked at Jeremy with apology in his eyes, and for a moment, Jeremy panicked. “Boy?”

Aiden’s hand on his shoulder settled him down. “Don’t worry, Jer. This is all good.”

“I’m at a loss,” Ariadne said. Persephone had pitched a giant tantrum over her small slice of cake and then fallen promptly asleep on her mother’s shoulder in a mess of chocolate cake and snot. Ariadne claimed her baby daughter was glued to her shirt, but Jeremy was pretty sure she just liked to hold the baby when she finally went still.

“I have no idea,” Stanley said promptly, propping his chin on his hands. “But this is looking like a murder mystery or something and I love those—do go on.”

Jeremy grinned at him, because he was cute with his little round face and big blue eyes—even cuter now that his hair plugs had totally taken and he had a thick growth of what he called vampire-white hair.

“It is shaping up mysterious,” he said, beaming, and a little more at ease. “Why are we here, boy?”

“To celebrate a birthday,” Aiden said softly.

“We just did that,” Jeremy replied, puzzled and tired. Family gatherings were a lot of effort—he loved them, but he was glad this one was only once a year.

“Not his birthday, love,” Ariadne said, looking suddenly like she got it.

Jeremy looked behind him and Aiden had the balls to wink at her, like she was now in on the secret.

“Well then, whose?” he asked, feeling bad tempered. “Aiden’s August, you’re September, Craw’s November, Ben’s September too, Rory’s March, like Persephone, Stanley and Johnny are both in February which is just scary—whose birthday are we missing?”

He looked around him and realized that all the members of his family were staring at him in surprise.

“Oh my God,” Johnny said, like something had just occurred to him too. “Jeremy. Do you even know when your birthday is?”

Oh. Jeremy shrugged and pulled out a rusty con man’s grin. “Well, I’m sure it’s on my driver’s license,” he said, all his nicely repaired teeth flashing. “I mean, it’s no big—“

“The one on your driver’s license was a lie,” Aiden said, sitting down in the chair next to him. “You told me that yourself.”

Jeremy could feel the heat rising to his face. Everybody in this room knew he was a con man’s son. They all knew he’d been born and raised on the grift and had gone to prison for it.

They all knew he’d come out and had dedicated his life to two things. One was Aiden, and the other was being honest.

They even knew that much of his personal information had been a lie. He’d kept the name Jeremy Stillson because Jeremy was the only name he remembered, and Stillson had been his identity when he’d gone to prison, so he had a social security number in that name. It was the name that let him get a bank account and earn credit and help Aiden to buy his little house.

But until this moment, he’d thought he’d manage to escape the embarrassment of having them know that he’d never had a birthday party in his life.

“I….” He looked around uncomfortably. “You know, I don’t want to be a bother—“

“Jeremy, you’ve made us gifts for every birthday celebration we’ve ever had. Did you hate doing that?”

Jeremy smiled into Aiden’s green eyes, thinking as he always did that Aiden was just so beautiful—even when he was being cranky grumpy and irritated, he was beautiful.

And now he was looking at Jeremy with one of those gentle sorts of expressions that told Jeremy he was about to be introduced to a new facet of an honest man’s life.

“I loved doing that,” he said, remembering how he’d had to work on the boot socks in secret, and how he’d chosen the clocking pattern because it made the socks not boring as shit to knit.

“Well, you’re being selfish,” Craw said, scratching restlessly at his beard. “Selfish, that’s what it is. Not letting us knit for your birthday.”

Jeremy glared at Aiden. “You gave me mittens on my fake birthday for years,” he complained.

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t let us celebrate with the family, because you said it wasn’t honest.”

Jeremy squirmed in his seat. “Well, yeah—“

“So,” Craw said, “that’s what we were doing. We wanted it today, so you could have some time to prepare.”

“I don’t understand,” Jeremy muttered. “Time to prepare for—“

“For your birthday, dumbass,” Aiden muttered back. “See, remember Rich from the marshal’s office?”

The man had helped out while Jeremy had been laid up three years ago. “Yeah, sure—how’s he doing?”

“Married Mrs. Fullmer’s daughter—they just had a baby. Anyway, he still keeps in touch, and we had him do us a favor.”

Jeremy blinked at him, suddenly unsure if he was going to like this or not. “What… I mean, them’s federal people, Aiden, what sort of—“

Aiden pulled the chair out next to him and sat down, taking both his hands. “Jeremy No-Last-Name,” he said softly, “don’t you want to know when you were born?”

Jeremy caught his breath. He’d never known—it hadn’t mattered. His birthday had been whenever Oscar had found it convenient. Did he need to be fifteen in December? December 12th was his birthday. Did he need to be twelve in March? March the 3rd it was. There had been no parties because there were no friends because you didn’t get friends when you were grifting on the road.

And maybe because he’d never mentioned it—because it had never really occurred to him—he hadn’t had a birthday. He was pretty sure of the year—wasn’t he? The ID he’d had when he’d been arrested and imprisoned said he was twenty-four at the time, which made him thirty-one now… right?

“Sure,” he said, feeling confused. “Uh, I’m thirty-one, right?”

“Nope,” Aiden said dryly. “Yeah, chew on that, Jeremy.” He laughed evilly and Jeremy scowled at him. The beginning days of their relationship had, perhaps, been put off a little longer than Aiden might have wished, because Jeremy had been convinced that he was too old for such a bright and shining boy.

“Stop torturing him,” Craw ordered. “You tell him or I will.”

Aiden scowled back at Craw. “No, I’m sorry. Three years we’ve been together, and it comes up at least once a month. ‘I’m too old for you, Aiden. Nine years between us—you should have someone your own age.’”

“I do not sound like that!” Jeremy protested, because Aiden was whining and Jeremy never whined.

“Oh bullshit you don’t,” Aiden shot back. “And it’s been bothering you since we met. And now it’s going to bother you a little less, and I’m fine with that, but I just want you to see that it never should have bothered you at all.”

Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “But… I was twenty-four,” he said, because this he knew to be true. “When I went to prison I was—“

“Twenty-two,” Aiden said, and now his voice was grim. “You were twenty-two when you went to prison, and twenty-four when you got out, which means you turn thirty on October 4th, so there.” Aiden pulled a brown envelope out of his pocket then, and pulled a piece of paper out of it. What he spread before Jeremy was a birth certificate, and while Jeremy didn’t care about the name because the last name was probably from a con anyway, it was the birthday that got his attention.

He gaped at the piece of paper.

“I’m not even thirty yet?” It was like his entire brain had gone exploded in sunshine and chicken feathers. How could that be?

“Nope.” Aiden grinned, evil as sin, the darkness that once only Jeremy knew there on display for all to see. “And it’s not nine years between us, it’s less than six , and you know what? For all you know it could have been five. Or nothing. So could you leave it alone now?”

“I’m not even thirty?” Jeremy’s voice pitched, and he felt a little bit of panic seep in. His boy knew him, though—his high-triumph faded, and he stroked the side of Jeremy’s face.

“Nope,” he said kindly. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Jeremy just shook his head, still flummoxed. “It’s just….” He thought of it all. The being a con man, the going to prison, the getting out and going straight. Coming to Craw’s place, and meeting Aiden. The three years of getting to know himself, getting to be an honest man, and then getting beaten to a pulp to save Stanley—and the recovery that healed them all. “It’s just….” his voice quavered. “It’s been a lot of living in thirty years.”

Aiden’s thumb wiped moisture from his cheek, and Aiden’s lips followed. “Yeah,” he said softly. “A lot of living, Jer. So, in October, let’s say we celebrate that, you think?”

“A party?” Stanley chirped, unmindful of the tenderness between them. “Yes—absolutely. My treat. A party. Johnny and I will plan it, is that okay, Johnny?” Stanley paused. “Johnny?”

Johnny was looking decidedly uncomfortable. “Uh, yeah, sure, Stanley. We can definitely help plan Jeremy’s birthday party. That will be awesome.” He smiled greenly at Jeremy. “I’d like that.”

And then Jeremy remembered. Johnny and he—before the arrest, and prison, and Craw’s, and Aiden—they’d had a blowjob and a kiss.

And Johnny had been well into his thirties.

For no reason at all, Jeremy started laughing.

The rest of the family hugged him and made promises of plans later, and Jeremy spent much of the time pondering, a little stunned.

Aiden saw their guests out—with help from Bluebell, who was the size of a human and probably looked like Aiden’s significant other in the lowering summer twilight—and then came to pour him a cup of coffee and sit in the yellow light of the kitchen.

“Still poleaxed?” he asked, amused.

Jeremy glared at him. “What in the hell made you decide to—“

Aiden’s amusement faded. “I wanted to celebrate you,” he said. “And I felt foolish—it wasn’t until you started planning this shindig here that it really hit me. We never knew. Even Craw felt bad when I brought it up. You never said, ‘Today’s my birthday’—it’s such a simple part of us, and you never had that.”

“It was always a lie,” Jeremy said, surprised. He’d never even thought to bring it up.

“It’s not anymore.” Aiden’s eyes—mysterious green and oh-so pretty—rested on Jeremy’s face, and when he looked like that, Jeremy forgot about the scars from the beating and about the fact that he was older. Aiden loved him, and he’d be young and beautiful forever.

He smiled back, shyly. “Nope.”

Aiden squeezed his knee and whispered in his ear. “Want to celebrate a little early?”

Oh yeah.

They were on their way up the stairs to the bedroom, Aiden’s hands relentless in the quest for more of Jeremy’s skin, when Aiden brought it up.

“So—what was Johnny’s problem? He looked really put out when he found out how old you were.”

Jeremy couldn’t stop a chortle. “Well, you know how me and Johnny—“

“A blowjob,” Aiden said dryly, because yes, this was well covered territory. “A blowjob and a kiss.”

“It was the blowjob and the kiss that saved my life, so don’t discount it,” Jeremy said tartly. “But yes. Anyway… see… Johnny’s turning forty this year and—“

Aiden started chuckling. “And oh my God.”

Jeremy had to smile. “Yup.”

“Jeremy—you were the younger man!”

The thought made him giggle—right up until they got to the bedroom and Aiden’s mouth and his hands got serious.

Yeah, it was going to be a bit of a stretch, wrapping his brain around having a birthday like a real person. Especially when he was finally coming to understand that age was just a state of mind.


 

 

I wrote this story for just a slice of Jeremy and Aiden’s life—and, of course, in making Persephone three-and-a-half, it begged the question: Why weren’t they married yet? Obviously because life got in the way—but because Jeremy is Jeremy, there had to be a lesson in there for both of them.


Bunnies

 

 

“AND HERE’S her pull-ups, and here’s her little potty, and here’s her best blanket. Her clothes are in the bag with the pull-ups and—”

“Ari, honey,” Rory said gently, “it’s time to go.”

Ariadne’s eyes filled with tears. “But we’re going to be gone for five days,” she said, lower lip wobbly. “I hate to leave her—”

“We’ll take care of her, Miss Ariadne,” Jeremy reassured. He tried to keep his voice even and happy and upbeat, even though his heart was beating super-fast like a terrified bird.

“We’ll be fine,” Aiden said, sounding much more confident. “Ari, go. Rory’s going to crap his pants, and you have to get over the mountain and through Denver traffic. We’ll be fine. See you in five days. Remember, we’ve got Craw and Ben, and Ben seems mostly civilized. If all else fails, we’ve got my mom, and she hasn’t lost a kid yet.”

Ariadne gave him a flat-eyed stare, and her sharp featured face made that “mom” look a thing of deadly beauty. “You are not funny, Aiden Rhodes,” she said.

“I am a goddamned delight,” Aiden replied, deadpan. “And you be nice to me, or I’m going to leave your adorable daughter out with the rabbits at night.”

“He will not!” Jeremy’s voice cracked in panic, and he shielded Persephone from the idea even in jest. He was pretty sure it was in jest. Jeremy’s boy had a streak of hard in him, but mean and cruel were not in his makeup.

“Oh, I know he won’t,” Ariadne snapped. “He’s just trying to piss me off so I’ll leave.”

“Is it working?” Ari’s giant blond husband asked plaintively. “We don’t have so many chances to go on vacation, Ari!”

And that seemed to work. Rory had been making good commissions lately—tourists were coming to Granby to buy his paintings and, oddly enough, Craw’s yarn. It had been Craw who’d told Ariadne she was bitchy as hell and needed five days with just her husband to chill her out, and he hadn’t been far wrong—Ariadne was worried.

Persephone had been born with a cleft palate, and that was a lot of operations between birth and three-and-a-half years old. Her little ears had tubes in them, and the tubes had gotten infected more times than anybody could count. Jeremy and Aiden, Craw and Ben—even Johnny and Stanley in Boulder—all knew the drill. Warm oil, compresses, and only call the doctor when her fever spiked over 100. Hurting ears were rough on a toddler, and hence rough on everybody around the toddler, and Ariadne and Rory were ragged. The little girl had another surgery in a month, and if Ariadne wanted to keep her sanity for another trip to the hospital with her little one, she needed a break now.

But of course Jeremy and Aiden were happy to do it.

Aiden had been raised around children—he was a natural at them—but Persephone was Jeremy’s only experience with a small person who kept growing, and Persy was his world.

The two of them had watched the little girl a lot in the past three-and-a-half years, from days when Ariadne was in the yarn shop doing books and Jeremy took her to feed stock with him, or the occasional evening when Ariadne and Rory had a rare date. She’d stayed in their guest bedroom before in her little porta-crib, and they had a routine with her.

“Okay,” Ariadne said finally. “Bye, baby—you be good.”

“Bye, mama,” Persephone said tranquilly from Jeremy’s arms. “Thee you wader!”

Her lisp would be worked with after her final surgery—but Jeremy could see how now, the imperfect words were probably ripping Ariadne’s heart right out of her chest.

“Bye, sweetheart,” Rory said, dropping a kiss on his daughter’s forehead. “Guys, call us if you need anything.” He said the words out loud, but they both saw him shake his head forebodingly, and they got it. If Ariadne didn’t have a little bit of space, she was going to crack—this trip was for everybody.

Finally they were gone, their little Hyundai jouncing down the road, and Persephone struggled in Jeremy’s arms.

“Bunnies!” she pleaded, and he set her down and let her go. Aiden had put in paving stones near the beginning of spring, leading from the driveway to the entrance of the house, and from the house to the back, where the critter cages were. Jeremy and Aiden kept an increasing number of rabbits and chinchillas bred for their fur, and feeding, watering, and brushing the gentle creatures took Jeremy about an hour a day. On this day, he was going to get some help.

He sang softly as he brushed out his second favorite critter—a chinchilla that Stanley and Johnny had bought him three-and-a-half years ago, when Jeremy had still been in the hospital from saving Stanley’s life. Ariadne had been there too, on bedrest, and the hospital had let them room together, because Jeremy had been a mess and they’d both been lonely. Persephone stood on tiptoe and studied one of the older bunnies through his enclosure. This one was sort of a badass bunny, but he regarded her curiously, munching through a carrot Jeremy had given him as a bribe to be nice.

“Jemy?” Persephone turned to him and put her finger delicately on her upper lip. “Wook.” She wrinkled her lips and her nose, and Jeremy smiled as he realized she was doing a bunny wiggle.

“Yeah, princess—is that what bunnies do?”

“Am I a bunny?”

Jeremy frowned. “No, you’re an angel.”

She tapped her scarred upper lip again, and Jeremy had an epiphany. A cleft palate used to be called a “hare lip” for just that reason. Because it split the upper lip like… well, a bunny.

“Yeah, princess. You’ve got that split in your lip for now. It’ll get closed up as you get older.”

She looked sad then, and Jeremy put the chinchilla back in its cage before picking her up.

“What’s wrong, princess?”

“Wan look like bunny!” she protested, and Jeremy laughed softly.

“Well, you will look like Persephone even after it gets fi… uh, changed,” he said. “It will help you talk, and you’ll still have a little scar there, so you can remember when you were a bunny.”

She brightened and brushed Jeremy’s face gently with her fingertips. “Thcarth?”

It took Jeremy a minute, and then he remembered—he had scars too. “Yeah, but your scars will make you pretty,” he said. His scars sort of made him the opposite of that. The beating he’d taken keeping his friend’s whereabouts from a rabid mobster had taken away the con man’s prettiness he’d relied on his entire life. He’d been devastated at first, but Aiden kept looking at him like he was pretty, and he’d just… forgotten, over the last few years. Sometimes he mourned his perfect nose and the dimples in smooth cheeks, but most days, he worked too hard by Aiden’s side to think too much on what he’d lost.

He had his boy, he had his family with Ari and Craw and Ben—and even Johnny and Stanley. He had his bunnies and his chinchillas, and the sheep and alpacas at Craw’s farm.

He had his work and his dog, Bluebell. And he had Persephone, who made his days brighter with just a smile.

“Your thcarth make oo pretty,” she said carefully, and Jeremy grinned at her.

“You think so? I’ll have to tell Aiden that.”

She gave an exaggerated scowl then. “Aithen wook wike mean!”

Jeremy laughed. “That’s just for show. He’s got a heart softer than bunny fur. You know that!”

That night, Jeremy cooked chicken pot pies for them, a new recipe that Aiden liked and that Persephone could eat easily, because chewing was difficult sometimes. They sang songs and then sat in the quiet while she played with the toys her mother had brought, and finally, she fell asleep on Aiden’s lap as he read to her from a magazine about tending stock.

“That about put me to sleep too,” Jeremy admitted softly after Aiden laid her down.

“Well, next time we’ll try one of those action books of yours,” Aiden muttered. “Bluebell, down.”

Bluebell, their Volkswagen-sized dog, knew exactly what that meant as they entered their room—and so did Jeremy.

“Bluebell down?” Jeremy said, and Bluebell—who was stretched across the felted rug Ariadne had given them for Aiden’s birthday two years before—gave him a puzzled look. She was down, right?

“Yes, Jeremy. You heard what I said.” Aiden was stripping off his clothes and heading for the shower, and he looked behind him impatiently. “Coming?”

Jeremy stripped off his clothes too, feeling a little naughty. They usually didn’t do things like shower together when Persephone was staying with them. “I… I uh… you know.”

Aiden caught his hand as he came into the bathroom to put his clothes in the hamper. “I did not agree to go without sex for a week, Jeremy. You need to put that out of your head.”

Jeremy felt his smile blossom from somewhere around his toes. In the past three-and-a-half years, his body had gotten stronger. He’d still have frailties—his arm had been badly broken, and his hip would always pain him in the cold. But he’d been active and happy most every day.

He wasn’t embarrassed to be naked in front of Aiden anymore. Aiden hadn’t let him be.

The shower was short, but Aiden was ruthless about letting Jeremy know what would be expected of him when they got out. By the time Aiden backed him up to the bed and possessed Jeremy’s body expertly, with the ease of a lot of practice, Jeremy would have died if he’d been denied any of those expectations.

Their sex was hard and fast—and quiet, because neither of them were in the mood to put clothes on and run into the other room to quiet down their houseguest. Jeremy’s climax same so quick, so gracefully, he tilted his head back with a little cry and was transported to the clouds while his body did all the heavy lifting downstairs.

Aiden’s climax was a little harder, and as he thrust in a final time, he took Jeremy’s mouth, his groan reverberating down to Jeremy’s toes. He collapsed on top of Jeremy, and Jeremy smiled dreamily as the kiss faded. Aiden rolled to the side and covered them both with the blanket because even in the summer, Granby got a little chilly after dark.

“God,” Aiden said, rubbing his fingertips along Jeremy’s lips. “You are so pretty.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Am not.”

“Don’t be an ass, Jeremy. You are too.”

And Jeremy felt the wounding to his heart. “You know very well I haven’t been pretty since… since, you know. Since my face got busted up.”

Aiden sat up in bed and scowled. “I know that’s bullshit, and I didn’t know you still thought that.”

Jeremy swallowed, hard, rolling to his side. “Look, just drop it, okay?”

“No.”

Jeremy scowled at him. “What are you going to do? Compliment me to death?”

“No—I just want you to admit you’re still a fine-looking man, Jeremy No-Last-Name.”

Jeremy raised a corner of his mouth, a long buried hurt surfacing. Aiden had brought it up three years ago—but their lives had been so busy then. They’d been good lives—better than Jeremy had ever imagined having—but they’d been busy, and it had been forgotten between them.

“I must not be that good looking,” Jeremy retorted, “Or I’d have a last name, wouldn’t I?”

Aiden sucked in a breath, and let it out on an “Aha… “

“What?” Jeremy didn’t look at him.

“God, I’m dumb.”

“You are not.” Jeremy hated it when Aiden said things like that. Aiden was perfect—Jeremy knew it in his bones.

“I must be if I haven’t married you yet.”

Jeremy peeked at him. “You did say something about it once,” he mumbled, remembering that night before the benefit they’d thrown to help Ariadne and Rory with Persephone’s medical expenses. It had been a beautiful, fairy-tale sunset, and Aiden had put it out there, and Jeremy had hoped.

“Can I help it if I’m so happy I feel married already?” Aiden asked mildly, kissing his shoulder. “Would you let me call you pretty if you wore my ring and had my last name?”

“It would be a lie,” Jeremy said sullenly.

“It would not.” Aiden tugged gently on his shoulder until Jeremy sighed and turned around and into him. “I would be proud to have such a man with my name.”

Jeremy couldn’t help it. He smiled into Aiden’s chest. “Persephone said my scars were pretty,” he said, remembering the stupid pride he’d felt at that.

“That’s because she loves you best,” Aiden told him, his big hand stroking Jeremy’s hair. “But not more than I do, Jeremy. Marry me. Then you’ll know I think you’re the prettiest one.”

Jeremy kissed him. “Sure. And everyone will know I’m your man.”

And Aiden’s clear-eyed expression lapsed into his habitual scowl. “And you can finally stop calling me boy.”

Jeremy grinned. “Nope. Not even when we’re a hundred.”

Aiden’s throaty laughter rang in his ears.

The next morning, when Ariadne called, sounding sleepy and happy and so much more relaxed, Jeremy told her he and Aiden were getting married sometime in the fall.

“It’s about fucking time,” she murmured. “Now tell me what Craw says after you go to the store.”

Craw said exactly the same thing. It was like they were best friends or something. It was Ben who called Stanley and started the planning.

And Aiden who shopped for the rings.

Jeremy was too busy chasing his princess around the store and the stables, keeping her out of trouble. He told her that was the price you paid when you were beautiful—other people just fell over themselves trying to be nice to you.

She giggled like she understood the joke, and he giggled because he knew it was one.

He was pretty sure that other people fell over themselves trying to be nice to Jeremy for the same reason Jeremy’s entire life stopped so he could take care of his princess angel bunny. Of all the changes in his life since he’d first come to Granby, the biggest, most important one of all was that he knew for a fact that he was very very well loved.


 

 

Except, they didn’t get married that fall—a teeny tiny virus got in the way. Yes, I know I could make that time do whatever I wanted (I am a mighty and powerful goddess in my domain, after all) but that was before a bunch of things happened that made the following Thanksgiving story a necessary part of Jeremy and Aiden’s canon.

During the pandemic times, I was surfing knitting and crochet patterns and I stumbled upon Ravin Sekai, a designer whose work I loved. Simple lines, some inner complexity for interest, practical to the bone, Rachel’s designs were everything I loved about the craft. I bought a design from her and she took one look at my name and e-mailed me back. Apparently, the Granby knitting books were the reason she started yarncraft in the first place.

Yeah—I cried. I’ll be proud of that until I die.

In the meantime, I was writing “Stand by Me” ficlets. I know that the debate as to whether the pandemic should be included in genre fiction still rages on, and most of us voted “No!” People were scared. Reading took them to a place where they were not scared, and how dare we yank that away. But the one thing I noticed was that, on the Patreon, where I was writing shorts about beloved characters who had already found their happy endings, people wanted to see those people getting through the dark times. Bad stuff could happen, as long as their people were okay in the end. That’s what the “Stand by Me” ficlets were about. Inspired by the John Legend/Sam Smith version of the song, they were about our favorite people getting through the scary times.

When I realized that some of the scary times had actually touched Granby, the little valley that I’d come to love and make other people love with Craw, Ben, Jeremy, Aiden, Stanley, and Johnny, I felt like we needed to see that our people were okay.


And the Mountains Shall Crumble

 

 

A Stand by Me Fic

 

THE EAST Troublesome fire grew overnight, taking 100,000 acres between darkness and dawn, and people were lucky to escape with their lives.

Ariadne and Rory and little Persephone had been helicoptered to the evac site on the lake while their home for nearly ten years and Rory’s studio with all his supplies and months’ worth of canvasses and commissions went up in flames.

She’d been on the phone with Craw as they’d left, the noise of the rotors beating out everything but the fact that they were alive and they were going somewhere safe, and then Craw had hung up and he and Aiden had manned the pump and sprayed down the barn and the mill in a constant stream of water.

Until that night, as Jeremy and Ben hurriedly moved the alpaca and sheep to the small pond on the edge of the property by the road, the better to keep them cool and hydrated and surrounded by the road as a firebreak, it had never, not once, occurred to any of them that the farm was surrounded by road, with a stream on one side and the pond on the other. Since Craw had just given the grasses their last cut for hay, the odds of the place catching fire were considerably lessened—but not impossible.

Jeremy and Aiden worked feverishly at Craw’s, but the whole time they were keeping worried eyes on Ben’s old house, and the little outbuilding behind it filled with rabbit and chinchilla cages.

The mill was their livelihood—all of their livelihoods, and Craw had guest rooms to keep his family together if his house made it. Obviously his place took priority, but… but….

The air was thick with smoke—all of them wore cloth masks, constantly rinsed in water to clear the soot. Of course everybody had masks around now. The guys didn’t use them unless somebody was going to town to get supplies, or dealing with outsiders. Rory, Ariadne, and Persephone were part of their little pod as well, all of them taking crap from the mostly rural population of Granby and Grand for worrying about “the flu” enough to put masks on.

It didn’t matter—not to any of them. Aiden, Jeremy, Ben and Craw were all gay men in a world that was not always friendly. They could take a little ribbing from their fellow townspeople. The important thing was that Persephone, with her vulnerable ears and sinuses, was absolutely never, never, to be exposed to the damned virus when she was around them.

It was a solemn promise they’d all made, to Ariadne and to each other, and given that they were Ariadne and Rory’s family, it had gotten them through a long, dry, summer and a sad, lonely spring.

And the masks right now were saving them again, keeping enough of the smoke out of their lungs for them to keep working to save their home.

Minute by minute they worked, Jeremy and Aiden’s attention straying from their tasks every so often to look at Ben’s little house and the rabbit pens and hope.

Not pray.

They saved their prayers for Ariadne, Rory, and Persephone, hoping they made it to safety—and for Bluebell, who was helping them round up herd animals but growing increasingly frightened.

At the worst moment, as snow and ice drifted through the smoke, and the field across from them blazed strong, Jeremy took the dog and waded into the middle of the pond with the alpacas and sheep, standing waist deep in the cold, murky water, as he held the animal’s leads in one hand and carried their eighty pound dog like a frightened child with the other.

Aiden came running toward him right then, screaming, “Jeremy! Come up toward the house! There’s the bare spot under the mountain Craw thinks’ll be safe!”

But Jeremy could no more let go of those animals than he could let go of Bluebell. He stood there, holding the damned dog until Aiden waded out with him, wrapping one arm around Jeremy’s shoulder and using the other one to help prop up the dog.

The fire roared by like a dragon, its hot breath stinging their skin and singeing their eyebrows and hair. The dog whimpered in Jeremy’s arms and the critters all squealed and Jeremy had a moment to think, “Oh no. This is it. My boy’s here and he could have been safe and I’m just so glad he’s here!”

And a giant gust of frigid wind blew in the opposite direction, blasting across the road and pushing the dragon back on the fuel it had already burned, leaving it to peter out, only a few patches of embers left.

Jeremy’s heart stopped as he surveyed the damage, and through the gusting wind, the beginning snow, he saw the first, faintest whispers of gray light.

The night, the terrible night was over, and they had made it to the dawn.

Gently, Aiden peeled the dog from his arms and set the poor thing in the cold pond, where she whimpered and swam and shook her head before making her way to shore.

And Jeremy and Aiden stood where they were and held each other.

And cried.

Over their shoulder, down the hill, their little house stood, the roof smoking a little but otherwise undamaged. Behind it, the bunny hutch sat completely undisturbed.

They didn’t say much as the untethered the critters, leaving them by the muddy pond. Together they trudged, shivering, up the hill toward the big house, looking around with wonder and sadness at their mostly undisturbed home.

As they were watching they saw Craw, cell phone in hand, running for Ben’s little car.

“Craw?” Aiden called, his teeth trying not to chatter over the word.

“Ariadne and Rory are safe!” he called. “They’re at the shelter, and there’s sick people there, and I’m gonna—”

The rest of his words were lost as he slid into the car, adjusted the seat, and slammed the door.

He didn’t need to explain.

He was going to bring the rest of their family home.

“Our house or theirs?” Aiden asked, his voice leaden and quiet.

“Theirs is a little bigger,” Jeremy said. “But we’ve got that upstairs room with the turret window. Rory might need a studio for a while.”

Aiden made a sound and Jeremy glanced up at him.

“What?”

“You… you just stood there. And for a moment I was so mad. I thought… thought you were just frozen, and not trying to live at all.”

“But Aiden—”

Aiden shook his head. “But you were the smartest one of us. You knew you couldn’t make it up to the top of the hill by the cliff. You’re always the smartest one of us, Jeremy. Just as long as you keep living to knit another day, I’m good with that.”

Eight years. That December, Jeremy would have lived at Craw’s alpaca ranch and fiber mill for eight years. And when he first arrived there, he’d done everything in his power to not let Aiden see the real him. He thought the real him was just too damned damaged, too scarred, a pig in a poke, he’d called himself.

But he and Aiden had fallen in love, they’d lived together. They’d survived some things that would have broken up most people.

And now, he could speak honestly, and he could cry.

“I was just so scared,” he rasped, sobs threatening to take over. “I’m still so scared.”
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