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      A note about the legal system in the U.S. regarding custody and sexuality: I spoke to several people and sought legal counsel to be sure I had facts correct with the scenarios in this story. While it’s not often a child is taken from a biological parent based solely on sexuality, it has happened. The legal advice given in this story comes from a lawyer practicing family law.

      Also, Jase is based on a real person and we don’t always agree with other people’s decisions. While Jase’s actions may not be what we think we’d do, keep in mind that none of us know exactly how we’d act and feel in any given situation. While some of Jase’s decisions are frustrating, he’s also just a fictional character based on a real person. Fictional characters and real people have flaws and make mistakes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRYAN & JASE: THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched him walk into the room we all used as a gathering place. God, I loved how his blue eyes sparkled as he laughed. I wished his smile was for me, but it was directed at something a friend had said. He didn’t see me. It’s not like he’d ignore me; he was one of my closest friends. But, selfishly, I wanted that smile all for myself.

      I’d known him for over a year. We were stationed together for a while before we were shipped overseas. We’d been at our particular location for almost nine months. Don’t ask our specific location, it’s classified. One of those I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you type of things.

      Anyway, Jase Rafferty was a great guy. I always had a good time when we were together. Having him around made being away from my family and friends a little bit easier. We’d hit up bars on base or in the surrounding towns. He was notorious for getting taken for free drinks by the local girls. They zeroed in on military guys the moment we walked into any establishment. The girls were good. They knew just how lonely many of us were. Their advances were wasted on me, but Jase always played right into buying them several drinks by the time the night was over.

      If we weren’t out on the town, we were playing one of many different games with our friends in the common room. Those games could last several hours. Or, Jase would hang out in my room, and we’d just chill.

      Like I said, having him as a friend made things a lot easier.

      Except when having him as a friend made things a lot harder.

      Jase was only slightly taller than my six foot. Bright blue eyes, charming smile, quick to laugh and joke around, and a great body. And totally, one hundred percent, completely straight.

      Or so he claimed.

      Yeah, that’s the one and only reason it was sometimes hard to be friends with Jase. His claim to being ‘straight’ was like a punch to the gut for me. Because I’m not. Not straight that is.

      My name is Bryan Keating. It’s not like I announce my sexuality to everyone I meet, but I don’t exactly hide it either. I think most people either assume I’m gay, or they figure it out pretty quickly. I don’t fly rainbow flags or go all campy around the base, but I won’t deny being gay when asked.

      And, just to bury any stereotypes, I don’t want to sleep with every guy I see. If heterosexuals don’t find every member of the opposite sex attractive, it would stand to reason that homosexuals aren’t wanting to jump every member of the same sex. Also, we aren’t trying to recruit your children. I promise, put me in a room with a kid, and I’m likely to piss myself from fear of cussing in front of a child, or huddle in a corner because I’m sort of terrified of kids. Don’t get me wrong, I know some great kids, but I most definitely have no agenda when it comes to them. No conversions or lessons on how to be gay. Now, if a kid comes to me someday and wants advice or help, I’ll be there as best I can, but I’m not trying to convert children to the dark side.

      So, Jase being straight shouldn’t be a problem, right? I mean, I’ve slept in the same bed as several male friends and never had visions of them pressing up against my ass. But, the issue with Jase is he’s told me some things. Some things he probably wishes he’d kept to himself.

      “Hey man, you know how you were talking about your excellent blow job skills?” Jase’s words slurred.

      “Yeah? Blow Job Queen of Texas 2013 right here. I totally should have gotten a trophy for that.” I laughed. The beer was making everything funnier.

      “What if I told you I have done a little experimenting?” His glassy eyes stared straight into mine, like he was looking into my soul.

      “Like, drugs?” I felt like there was a punchline I was missing.

      “No, Keating, not drugs. Experimenting with gay stuff. Like blowjobs and cocks.” He threw his head back like he was relieved to say the words, but also couldn’t believe he’d just admitted that.

      “Really? So, you’re bi?” I was having trouble wrapping my head around this information because I knew Jase had a wife back in his home state.

      “Nah, I’m straight. Just played around a bit with some cock.” He laughed.

      “But you didn’t enjoy it?” I knew right now would be a bad time to offer to show him my blow job skills, but hell if I didn’t want to drop to my knees.

      “Never said I didn’t enjoy it. But I’m not gay…” His words slurred and tapered off as his head dropped to my shoulder. He was out like a light.

      So, my ‘straight’ married friend had experimented with guys at some point and liked it. What the hell was I supposed to do with that information?

      Jase plopped himself down on the sofa in the common room pulling me quickly from my memories.

      “How’s it going?” He slammed a hand down on my leg and squeezed. It hurt like a bitch, but I’d never admit it.

      “Good. You?” I rubbed the spot where he’d grabbed my leg. It was crazy that a totally normal teasing gesture could put all kinds of crazy thoughts in my mind. “How’s the wife?”

      “Ugh, she’s a freakin’ bitch, man.” He laid his head back on the couch, sighing.

      I had a feeling Jase had married the girl as a cover before he joined up. They married young, too young if you ask me, and seemed to have very little in common. Since I’d known him, they’d had a whole lot more downs than ups in their marriage. Recently he’d found out she’d cheated on him several times and sold a bunch of his belongings out of spite.

      “She called to tell me she thinks she’s pregnant.” He covered his face with a hand.

      “The timing seems off, Jase.” The confusion was evident in my statement.

      “No shit, Sherlock.” Rubbing that hand over his face, he breathed out heavily. “First, she knows it’s next to impossible for me to get her pregnant. Second, even if I wasn’t shootin’ blanks, the timing is definitely questionable.”

      I knew there was some sort of medical stuff in Jase’s history that made him pretty positive he couldn’t father children. So, was his wife just fucking with him?

      “So, she called you to tell you she thinks she’s pregnant when it’s nearly physically and locationally impossible for a baby to be yours? Damn, man, that sucks. I’m sorry.”

      I wanted to wrap my arm around his shoulders. If we were in my room, I would have and he wouldn’t have pulled away. But in the common room, with friends gathering, he would have shifted from me if I’d made that move.

      “I know I screwed up by marrying her. I know she’s not any happier in the marriage than I am. But it sucks to be way over here and be pretty sure she’s fucking around on me and rubbing it in.” Leaning forward, elbows on his knees, he took a deep breath. “As soon as I’m back on U.S. soil, I’m filing for a divorce. Hell, maybe I’ll luck out, and she’ll serve me with the papers when we land.”

      We stood to join the game forming at the table. A definite shiver of satisfaction went through me when I saw the only two chairs left were right next to each other.

      As the night wore on and more alcohol was consumed, Jase got flirtier.

      He was often extra friendly when things were more screwed up with his wife than usual. Add in the drinks he was slamming back, and it made for a super enjoyable evening. If you can call sitting next to the object of my affection, trying to hide the tent in my pants, and attempting to remind myself over and over that he’s straight, enjoyable.

      When he laid his head on mine for the fifth time, I looked around the table. No one was watching thanks to their faces being stuck to their phones. Taking the opportunity before it was gone, I leaned over to whisper, “Want to make out? We could take a walk, hide behind the dumpster.”

      I made sure to keep the comment light, so I could easily laugh it off if it backfired.

      He just smiled at me with those damn gorgeous blue eyes.

      So, he didn’t say no to making out behind the dumpster.

      See my predicament? He’s supposedly straight, but he sets off my gaydar like walking through a Pride parade. He’s married, but if she’s anything more than his beard, I’ll cut off my pinky. He flirts like crazy and says things with just enough sexual innuendo that I can’t help but notice. Yet, he’s pretty much off limits.

      A friend of mine says I should just straight up tell him I like him. Ask him to make out before we head back to the U.S. But that’s just not my personality. I mean, if he was gay, I’d be bent over any and every surface available, offering myself up to him like a freakin’ pig on a platter. But, he’s straight. Or so he says.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t go any further than a few experiments with guys.” Another night of Alcohol Induced Confessions.

      “Because you’re straight?” I asked, thinking it was the obvious answer.

      “No, because my parents would disown me if I ever told them I’m gay.” He shook his head, disgusted. “I can hear my dad now, ‘No son of mine is going to disgrace our good name by being a fag.’”

      “So you are gay?” Wasn’t that what he’d just admitted?

      “What? No. Hell, I don’t know. Doesn’t matter even if I am. I can’t be. Ever. So some playing around a long time ago is all I’ll ever get.” His face looked sad and filled with longing.

      “Want to go make out behind the dumpster?” I cracked a smile as I asked my usual tension breaking question.

      My stomach continued to writhe in a jumble of heated butterflies because he once again didn’t say no.

      When the game broke up, we headed to our respective rooms. We all knew it was going to be a cold-ass bitch at PT in the morning. Might as well try to get a few hours of warm sleep before heading into the frozen tundra. Okay, so it wasn’t the tundra, but it was fucking cold. Too bad PT couldn’t be inside on the most frigid of days.
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      “Hey, Keating, there’s frost on your cap.” Jase was at my feet, assisting me in sit ups.

      “Because it’s colder than hell out here.” I knew my cheeks were bright red, my nose was likely dripping, and the words I spoke turned to frost as soon as I said them.

      When we stopped for a moment between sets, Jase used his finger to draw in the frost on my beanie cap.

      “Did you just draw a dick on my head?” I was freezing, but I couldn’t help but be amused and slightly turned on.

      “Yeah, you’re a dickhead now. Get it?” Jase laughed.

      “Fuck off, Rafferty,” was all I could mumble. Later, in my room alone, I’d come up with something snappy like, “I’ll give your dick head.” But at that moment, my mind was drawing a blank.
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      We had less than a month before we were scheduled to head back to the U.S. I was so fucking ready to be back home. Well, it wasn’t exactly home, but at least I’d be in the same country as my family. And once I was back, I had less than a year until my time in military service was done. As in completely over. Finished. Time to face the real world.

      Fuck.

      To say that wasn’t a shit-load of scary would be a complete and utter lie.

      But I had served my time. It’s not like I hated the military. Okay, yes, I hated a lot of the military, but I also had grown very accustomed to it. It wasn’t the easiest thing in the world, but I got a lot of training, room and board was all taken care of, I was on my own even if I wasn’t really out on my own. I had made some great friends, learned some valuable skills, traveled to some amazing places, and avoided being killed. Plus, I was damn good at what I did. I knew my superiors would be thrilled if I decided to stay in, make military my lifetime career. But it wasn’t happening. I was busting free of this joint.

      I had already made a lot of plans with a lot of people. I couldn’t wait to just hang out with my family with no schedule or departures looming. I promised a friend I’d introduce her to the world of drag queens. I even had plans to go to one of the biggest gaming conferences in the country in order to satisfy my inner gaming nerd. Hell, if my late night chats with guys on Grindr were any indication, I’d be traveling all over the world sucking cock.

      Haha, as a joke, a friend of mine mapped out a plan to take my blow job skills public.

      “Why settle for just being Blow Job Queen of Texas one year? Let’s take that talented mouth of yours to the country, hell, the whole world! We’ll get a bus, paint it like a big dick, and drive from state to state offering world class blow jobs. Well, you can suck ‘em, I’ll just collect the moola. You’ll be the most sought after cock sucker in the world.”

      We had laughed over that plan many times.

      But, I digress. My time was almost up. Which meant my time with Jase was almost up. Once we returned to our home base, he and most of the others would be moving to a completely different state. I’d be staying along with the others whose time in the military was up.

      So, if something was going to happen between us, it needed to be within the month.

      Shit. No pressure or anything.
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      Now, I should probably put a disclaimer out there.

      It’s not like I was in love with Jase. He could actually be a real prick sometimes. He’d flake out on me and other friends, leave us hanging when we all had plans. He knew I liked him. I’d as much as told him point blank one night while we were drinking. He played the straight and married card just as I’d known he would, then ignored me for a week. That shit hurt. So I laughed it all off as drunken ramblings, and went back to offering clandestine meetings behind the dumpster. He seemed more comfortable with the joking than with any serious talk of feelings.

      So, no plans of a future forever with Jase. Hell, if he ever did come out, and that was a huge IF, I didn’t know if we’d mesh all that well as boyfriends. We were great as friends when we were stationed away from most of humanity, but for dates and daily conversation and possible cohabitating in a totally sexual way? I’m not sure I saw him that way.

      Wow, so what I hear myself saying is I really just want to make out with him, suck his cock, and get his dick up my ass. And the sooner, the better. Too bad I only have my own awkward, stuttering, shy self to rely on to make that happen.

      Oh well, maybe it was better if nothing happened between us. I mean, it could make things extremely complicated.

      And just when I decided it was better if I just let things with Jase go, he went and got all flirty with me again. And I loved it. Shit.
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      “Keating, you should sign up to go scuba diving with me.” Jase winked while we took care of maintenance on some of the vehicles.

      “And why would I want to go scuba diving with you, Rafferty?” I attempted to sound uninterested.

      “Because you’re dying to see me in a wet suit.” He laughed.

      “You’re not wrong.” I did my best to sound confident and flirty.

      Later, while Jase was elbows deep in his work, I sauntered up behind him. I’d been working up the courage for over an hour. Checking to be sure no one was around, I leaned in and whispered, “Actually, I’d rather see you out of a wet suit.”

      His head slammed up, banging on the steel above him.

      “Fuck, Keating, don’t say that type of shit to me.” He rubbed his head, looking both frustrated and turned on.

      “Or, we could just go make out behind the dumpster.” I winked before leaving him to finish his work.
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      A week later, the whole group was out on the town. We’d been eating, playing, dancing, and just having a good time. Even though all of us were chomping at the bit to get back home, it was evident we’d all formed some close friendships and would miss these times.

      Jase and I had been dancing with the group, but the club was extremely hot. He leaned in to my ear, “I’m heading out to smoke and cool off. Want to come?”

      “Always.”

      He shook his head at my lame-ass joke.

      Outside, the cold air bit at our sweaty skin, but it was a welcome relief from the inferno of the club.

      We crossed the street to a small park. Jase reached his hands up to grasp the top bar of a swing set. “Damn, I need a smoke, but airing myself out feels too fuckin’ good right now.” He smiled with his eyes closed as the cold air whipped around us.

      Boldly, probably spurred on by the alcohol more than anything, I walked up behind him.

      “Soldier, I have probable cause to believe you’re carrying illegal substances. I’m going to have to search you.” I tried to keep my voice firm, but laughter threatened to erupt.

      “Please, Officer, I didn’t do anything wrong. You can search me, you won’t find anything.” Rafferty played along, a smile in his voice.

      I started my hands on his shoulders and brushed them down along his torso. Back up his chest, pausing only momentarily to slightly pull him back towards me. He kept his hands gripped to the bar above his head.

      I quickly gave him a pat down on both legs, then just as quickly started my ascent up his body. When I got to his pockets, where I knew he kept his smokes, I accidentally-on-purpose let my roaming hands cup and caress just a split second longer than necessary on his junk.

      “Hey, Keating?” His voice was amused.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think you just grabbed my penis.”

      “Just a ‘lil bit.” I quipped as my hand fished into his pocket to find the pack of smokes I’d originally started out for.

      He dropped his arms, taking the pack of cigarettes from me.

      “Need me to look for your lighter?” I asked with a smirk.

      “Nah, I think I’m good. I’ve been molested enough tonight.” He winked, taking a deep drag.

      “You sure? We can always continue this search and seizure over behind the dumpster. There may be some body cavities in dire need of attention.” I couldn’t even keep a straight face as I spoke.

      “Fuck you, Keating. My body cavities and I are going back in to dance. You coming?” He headed back to the club.

      “In my dreams.” I said as he rolled his eyes.
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      Two weeks before we were scheduled to fly back to the U.S., departure preparations began. That meant we were still doing our usual day-to-day jobs, but other assignments had been tacked on. By Friday of that week, we were all draggin’ ass.

      “You guys get this last assignment finished up and you can all cut out early.”

      I nearly wept when my commanding officer’s words registered in my brain.

      Within an hour, I was home, showered, and ready to settle into bed for an exciting Friday night of Grindr chats, YouTube videos, and whatever else I stumbled upon.

      I had just returned to bed with some dinner and alcohol when my phone buzzed.

      

      Rafferty: You busy?

      Me: Not really, just chillin’. You?

      Rafferty: Come outside.

      

      Okay, it wasn’t completely unusual to get texts like that from Jase. He lived in a different building, but spent a lot of time at the building I lived in. He was likely bored while smoking outside.

      Taking a couple quick shot swallows from the bottle, I dragged my sweats on over my shorts and pulled a hoodie over my head. Grabbing my phone, I headed downstairs.

      The night was cold enough I could see my breath, but not too terribly bad. PT that morning had been much worse.

      I glanced around, but didn’t see Jase. Pulling up the text on my phone, I sent him a quick message.

      

      Me: Where the hell are you?

      Rafferty: Behind the building.

      

      I shook my head, wondering why I had let him drag my sorry ass all the way outside to hang around while he smoked.

      Reaching the back of the building, I glanced around. Still no Jase.

      

      Me: I don’t see you, asshole.

      Rafferty: Dumpster

      

      At that one word my heart seized in my chest. I think I forgot how to breathe. I threw a couple furtive glances over my shoulders, but no one else was around. The base was fairly quiet for a Friday night. Seemed a lot of people had opted to stay in like me.

      Dumpster? As in ‘behind the dumpster’ where I’ve offered to make out with him several times over the last nine months? Has to be a coincidence, right?

      With my heart pounding almost painfully in my chest, and blood roaring in my ears, not to mention another certain area blood was rushing to, I walked slowly towards the dumpster.

      He was there. Jase Rafferty, the object of my affection for over a year, was leaning against the corner where two walls of the building met behind the dumpster.

      My tongue swelled three times its normal size and all rational thought exited my body.

      “Hey.” I tried to speak, but it came out more like a squeak.

      “Hey.” His eyes held a question, Is this okay? Are we really doing this? Does your offer even still stand?

      Knowing how hard it was to come out to my friends and family, I understood Jase’s uncertainty. Wanting to make him feel better, I leaned against the wall next to him and bumped his shoulder.

      Our fingers brushed.

      Heat and electricity traveled between us.

      “So, the dumpster, huh?” I smirked.

      “Yeah. Figured it was the most obvious way to say what I wanted to say.” He glanced at me, then looked away quickly.

      “And what exactly were you wanting to say?” I knew I was being an ass, but I also didn’t want to misinterpret this as something it wasn’t.

      “Not sure, man. Maybe I’m thinking about those days of experimenting with other guys. Maybe I’m thinking about not seeing you once we’re back home, maybe not seeing you ever again. Maybe I’m just lonely.”

      “So what is it you called me out here for, Rafferty?”

      “Damn it, are you going to make me say it?” He turned to look at me then, right as I repositioned to face him.

      Chest to chest, eyes connected, my hand brushed his again.

      “Just need to know we’re on the same page here, Jase.”

      “We’re on the same page, Keating.” He leaned in to kiss me. Pulling back, his eyes smoldered as he looked first at my lips, then directly into my eyes. “The exact same page, I hope.” And he kissed me again, more forcefully this time.

      Turning our bodies so I was nestled into the corner of the building, Jase was all teeth and tongue as the kiss heated up. My arms went around his body while he curled one arm around my waist and the other around my neck.

      As far as kisses went, it wasn’t the most polished, but what it lacked in sophistication, it made up for in enthusiasm.

      Holy shit, I’m kissing Jase Rafferty.

      When one hand traveled lower to grasp my ass, I arched from the wall. When our cocks brushed against each other momentarily, Jase broke off to catch his breath.

      “Fuck, Keating, do that again.” He panted, pulling my body towards his and thrusting his cock against my own.

      After several moments of mouth on mouth, cock against cock, and hands roaming everywhere, laughter and shouting filtered into our semi-secret little alcove.

      Jase jumped back like he’d been shot when he heard those sounds.

      Looking at me like a deer in the headlights, his chest heaved with the effort of catching his breath.

      “Shit, Keating, I’m sorry. That was wrong. I thought I could do this, but I was wrong. I’m not gay. I shouldn’t have called you out here.” He turned on his heel and all but ran in the opposite direction.
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      One week left. We were scheduled to fly out in seven days. I had boxed all the things I needed to ship back home, and had packed as much as I could at that point.

      I’d had plenty of time to pack and clean while I’d been avoiding Jase.

      He’d texted a couple times to ask if I was okay, but I deleted the texts.

      I’d had one last twenty-four hour duty, so that helped to keep me away from him for a while.

      I wasn’t sure exactly how I felt about the whole situation. On one hand, I was pissed that Jase seemed to want to use me as his own little experimentation. On the other hand, those kisses weren’t the kisses of someone who was just trying things out. Jase kissed me like it was something he’d been thinking of doing for a long time.

      Make out with Jase behind the dumpster. Check.

      At least I could say I’d reached my goal. Although, if I was being honest, I really wanted more from him. I wanted skin on skin, tangled sheets, sweaty bodies.

      But with one week left, and the two of us avoiding each other, it didn’t appear anything more would happen.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      What the hell? I’d just gotten comfortable in bed. Screw it, I’d let my suitemate get the door.

      I heard voices out in the kitchen. Beers being opened and clinked together. Great, Murray is having a party. Am I more upset he’s having one, or that he didn’t invite me?

      Ignoring the voices, I attempted to lose myself in the music video I was watching.

      A door opened and shut. Oh great, more party goers.

      But then a light knock at my door. Feeling like a complete bitch, I shot from bed and opened the door ready to ream Murray a new one and tell him to keep the party quiet. I was in no mood for socializing.

      Jase stood on the other side, head ducked sheepishly. He held out a beer bottle.

      “Peace offering?”

      “How did you get here? Did Murray invite you to the party?” I popped my head out and looked into the main suite. I saw no one else.

      “What party? Murray just answered the door when I knocked. He said he was heading out for the night and he’d see you tomorrow. Mentioned something about needing to work together to clean the oven and fridge?”

      Jase looked around nervously.

      “Um, can I come in?”

      His words registered and I immediately moved from the doorway to allow him entrance.

      My room was dark except for the glow from the desk lamp. I took a swig from my beer and tried to figure out why the hell Jase had come over.

      “Listen, Keating, I need to apologize. The other night, behind the dumpster, I’m sorry for the way that played out.”

      “No worries, man. Wouldn’t have wanted you to do something you didn’t want to do.” I nodded and took another swig of the beer.

      “That’s the thing, Bry.” He moved closer to me, so close I could feel his breath on my neck. “It was something I very much wanted to do. And it’s something I have wanted to do over and over since that night. The moment I walked away from you, I wanted to turn around and make it right.”

      His lips brushed my neck, and I fought the urge to let my knees buckle.

      “So you came to tell me you’re sorry? Apology accepted.” My voice was breathless as his lips trailed kisses up my jawline.

      “To say I’m sorry, yes. But also to find out if you’d be interested in continuing what we started?” His eyes looked deep into mine.

      I struggled to breathe, struggled to decipher what I saw in his eyes. Fear? Hope? Desire?

      Fuck. One week left. Is getting involved with someone one week before you may never see him again a good idea?

      I tried to think logically. I wasn’t in love with Jase, I wouldn’t be heartbroken if he never called afterwards. Okay, yeah, I’d be pissed and a little hurt if he ignored me after one night, but I wouldn’t be shattered.

      I’d had one-time, no-strings-attached hookups plenty of times, even with good friends. So having sex with Jase, if that’s where it went, wouldn’t be the first and probably not the last time I got involved with a guy and had no intentions of taking it further.

      There was really no reason not to let this happen. Yes, Jase was married, but she was a lying, cheating bitch who tried to hurt him with a pregnancy scare. Yes, Jase said he was straight, but he was also a big boy and could make decisions on his own. Yes, Jase was drinking, but he wasn’t even buzzed, let alone drunk, so I trusted he was coherent in this situation.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” I nuzzled my nose against his neck as I whispered.

      “No.”

      And with that I felt the whole damn situation start on repeat.

      “Fuck, Rafferty.”

      “No, I mean, this isn’t all I want.” He tried to salvage his blunder. Teeth and lips nipped and caressed my ear.

      “Then what do you want?” I wasn’t sure where this was going.

      “I want you. All of you. Your mouth, your cock, your body.” Jase’s mouth crashed down on mine with a fierceness that could have been scary had I not been feeling the same at the time.

      We stumbled to the bed. Standing beside it, I quickly removed Jase’s shirt. Mine followed. Watching them billow to the floor, I was struck with the thought of fuck, this is happening.

      I’d seen Jase without his shirt plenty of times over the past year, but having him shirtless, panting, standing beside my bed was pretty surreal.

      I stepped forward, burrowing my fingers into the waistband of his sweats. A slight tug and he stumbled just enough to brush our cocks together.

      “Fuck.” That was all he mumbled before taking my mouth in another blistering kiss and thrusting his hips against mine.

      I couldn’t stand it any longer, I pulled his sweats and boxer briefs down in one clean sweep, and dropped to my knees. Hands on his hips, I turned him so he’d have no choice but to sit on the bed when I pushed him just slightly. Having him right where I wanted him, right where I’d wanted him for several months, I nuzzled my nose against his thigh, his hip, his abs. And then I proceeded to show him just why I held the prestigious Blow Job Queen of Texas 2013 title.

      Later, he flopped back on the bed, out of breath. I shucked my pants as quickly as possible and climbed in beside him.

      “You’re pretty damn good at that.” He huffed.

      “Why thank you, kind sir.” I batted my lashes at him.

      His eyes grew sleepy, and I knew he needed a bit to recoup and sort his thoughts. It’s not every day you let your close friend suck you off.

      An hour or so later we had both drifted off to sleep. He shifted, I turned, and my leg draped over his. We both came to awareness when our hard heat brushed together.

      At some point he had put an arm around me, and he used it to draw me in. Running his nose along my cheek, he kissed me gently, then whispered in my ear. “Please tell me you have something we can use for this next part.”

      Next part? Something to use? Oh, wait, did he mean…?

      “Um, next part?” I had fantasized of more with Jase, but after getting on my knees for him, I figured my dreams had run their course.

      He smirked, “If I’m doing this, I’m doing it right. Condoms? Lube?” His hand traced down my ribs, over my hip, until he could take a firm hold on my ass. “I’m assuming you don’t mind bottoming?”

      “You’d assume correctly,” was all I could choke out.

      Scrambling for condoms and lube, thank God I’d brought some with me, I returned to the bed.

      Jase wasn’t experienced in having sex with men, so I didn’t mind that he didn’t take much time for preparations. I figured he was so caught up in what he was doing, he really didn’t give a whole lot of thought to it. Besides, I didn’t mind the sting, the burn. After such a long time wanting him, the twinge of pain as he took my body was almost a welcome relief.

      Our deployment had lasted forever. Our deployment with no sexual partners but my right hand had seemed even longer. Jase used and abused my body in a way I couldn’t help but love, and we both collapsed onto my bed exhausted.
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      Over the next week, Jase and I got together every chance we had. We never skipped out on group game nights, and we still hung out with friends we’d be sad to leave, but we took advantage of late nights, dark corners, and the occasional club restroom. What can I say? We had to shove over a year into one week.

      The risks of having him spend the night were too much, and the cameras watched every move even if no eyes were around after curfew, so we kept our time in my room or his under regulations. Now, what we did to each other in those rooms, for hours upon hours, was definitely not considered military regulation.

      “I’m going to miss this.” I whispered to him one night, knowing he needed to get dressed and get his ass out of my building before we both had hell to pay.

      “Just this?” He winked.

      “Well, this and maybe you. A little.” I smiled.

      “We’ll have a couple weeks back home before we move.” He ran a hand down my chest.

      “And you’ll be preparing to leave with your wife.” I didn’t mean to sound pissy, but it was the truth of the matter. “Really, if we’re being honest, this all ends the moment we board that plane heading back home.” Dramatic? Maybe.

      He sighed deeply. “You’re right. But we’ll keep in touch. Maybe I can come visit you when I’m on leave.”

      “Assuming you’re divorced and don’t find some other hot guy to hook up with.” I teased him.

      “Oh, I plan on being divorced for sure. She and her baby daddy can go live happily ever after for all I care. If there even is a baby.” He leaned in to kiss me. “This may sound weird, and don’t let it give you an even bigger head, but I don’t think I could do this with any other hot guy. Just something about you I guess.”

      I made a joke about him making my head swell, and we took care of things regarding that matter, but the whole time his words echoed in my head. Just something about you I guess. It made me smile. And I won’t lie, it made me happy to think he had no plans on spending time in bed with other guys.

      I knew he’d hook up with other people, male or female. I couldn’t expect him not to. Hell, I knew I’d hook up with other guys. But, what we’d shared over the past year, and in the past week, those were things I’d keep in my heart and mind for many years to come.
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      Two days later, after several stolen kisses and a long, heartfelt hug, we boarded the airplane to head back to the U.S.

      I was so excited to see my family and get the last year of my service started, I didn’t let my mind wander to Jase much.

      I won’t lie. It was difficult seeing him with his wife. They weren’t lovey dovey, and he told me at work that she served him with divorce papers the night we got back. I hated that he was facing a divorce and a move all within the next couple months. At least he had good friends in our unit traveling with him to the next base.

      We had a couple meetups once we were back home. It was actually harder to find places on our home base than it was overseas. We took a couple days off and hid out in a hotel, blocking out reality and exploring each other’s bodies with no fear of being heard or caught or punished.

      But all too soon, it was time for them to leave. Jase came to my room with only fifteen minutes to spare. Deep, hungry kisses were sprinkled among whispered words.

      “I never thought this would turn into more than just a couple hookups. I mean, I’m not sure I’m ready to propose, but you’ve wormed your way into my heart, Keating.” Jase smiled at me.

      Tears glistened in my eyes. “Aww, thanks, I think.” I smiled at him. “You mean a lot to me too. I’ll miss you, Rafferty. Don’t be a stranger.”

      With barely hidden tears, husky words, and lingering kisses, friends and lovers said goodbye. We both faced a planned-out, but still uncertain, future. Would our paths cross again? Would Jase ever come to accept his sexuality? Even if he did, would he ever be able to come out? If we did meet again, would either of us be open to a relationship? I had been out for quite a while, I wasn’t sure I could go back to being in the closet, even for Jase.

      Watching him walk away from the base we’d called home for over a year, a voice whispered in my head, but there’s just something about him. Who knows? Maybe I’d be willing to do pretty much anything for Jase Rafferty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            BRYAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Note from the author: if you haven’t read The Beginning, <—click here and start there to get an idea of where Bryan and Jase got their start.

      

      I walked through the terminal of the Austin airport, just taking my time before I headed to baggage claim. I was very happy with my life in Indiana, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to be back home in Texas for a long visit.

      I was looking forward to meeting up with old friends, seeing former military buddies I hadn’t seen in over a year, and especially spending time with my family. Getting my fill of my momma’s home cooking was at the top of my list of must-dos.

      “Keating!”

      The voice behind me startled me from my thoughts of mom’s biscuits and gravy.

      I knew that voice, but there was no way it was him.

      Turning around slowly, bracing myself for disappointment when I saw a face other than the one I hoped it would be, I scanned the crowd.

      And there he was.

      Jase Rafferty.

      It had been over a year since I’d seen him.

      Things had been pretty intense between us before we’d parted ways, and it was obvious my heart and body recalled that intensity.

      He looked good. Really good. Dark hair still cut military short, muscles visible under his shirt, bright blue eyes, and a smirk I swore was just for me.

      He stood off to the side of the crowd, waiting on me to make my way towards him. I was almost halfway there when I realized someone was standing with him.

      A woman.

      His wife. I thought they were getting divorced? Last time I talked to him, right after we’d returned from deployment, she’d served him with divorce papers.

      The sight of his wife startled me.

      But the green and gray baby carrier at their feet nearly brought me to my knees.

      Jase. The man I’d become intimately acquainted with during our short time together over a year ago. Jase. Still married. With a baby.

      All of this went through my mind as I covered the remaining space between us.

      “Rafferty.” I think I pulled off a pretty convincing bro hug.

      “Keating. Man, it’s good to see you. What are the odds?” His eyes sparkled.

      Um, about as good as the odds of you still being married and now having a baby?

      “You’re here for Mac’s wedding?” I’d flown in from Indianapolis to spend two weeks at my parents’ house and attend the wedding of a former military buddy. The wedding was scheduled for the coming weekend, but I’d taken my vacation time from work to coincide with my break from school and the wedding so I could stay and visit longer.

      “Yeah, didn’t want to miss the nuptials. Never thought that guy would settle down, figured I’d better see it with my own eyes.” Jase smiled.

      I glanced quickly at his wife and realized I had ill feelings toward her now just as much as I did over a year ago. She had treated Jase horribly, cheated on him, rubbed it in his face while we were deployed, taken tons of money from his hard-earned paychecks. I didn’t like her then, and I found I still didn’t.

      Hiding that, I raised my brow at Jase.

      “Oh, yeah. Bryan, you remember my wife, Sierra. And this little man is our son, Grayson James Rafferty. He’s about three months old. Bringing a baby on an airplane makes flying a whole new experience, but luckily he slept almost the whole way.”

      It appeared to me that Jase was rambling, but I just smiled and offered a hand to Sierra.

      “Nice to see you again.” The words felt sticky in my mouth.

      “We’re heading to pick up our bags, you going that way? We can walk together.” Jase picked up their carry-on bags and Grayson’s carrier while Sierra started off towards baggage claim.

      With her walking ahead of us, I turned my head to look questioningly at Jase. The question I wanted to ask must have been clear on my face, but I didn’t feel it was the right time to voice it.

      Jase shut his eyes briefly, then sighed deeply. “Long story. Long, shitty, bad story. Maybe we can get a beer and catch up while we’re here. I’ll tell you all about it.”

      He glanced down at the baby sleeping in the carrier. “But, no matter how shitty the story, I don’t regret it. Screw up after screw up brought me to where I am and gave me Gray, I could never regret this little guy.”

      The love in his voice for his son caught my heart.

      Swallowing against the emotion, I smiled slightly, “You look good as a daddy.”

      He smiled back.

      The chemistry crackling between us made me feel like we were back a year in time. Nothing had changed as far as our attraction to each other. But it appeared that was the only thing remaining the same. Everything else had changed.

      Jase already came equipped with plenty of baggage in regard to his closeted sexuality. Add in a supposed-to-be ex-wife who was still very much a wife wife, and a precious baby boy, and he had enough emotional baggage to fill a cargo plane.

      Well, running into Jase after we parted ways last year hadn’t been on my itinerary for this trip, but I’d be damned if I didn’t plan to enjoy my time with him while I could. Even if all that came from it was the telling of information I couldn’t piece together myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            JASE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bryan Keating. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t happy to see him. The time we’d spent together in the Army made up some of my best memories. But seeing him after a year of doing my best to forget about him brought back a lot of memories I had worked hard to get rid of. Memories, shame, and guilt.

      I’d never thought I’d have to explain my situation to Bryan. But running into him at the airport, knowing I would be seeing him at least a few times over the next few days, meant I had no choice but to tell him about Sierra and me.

      I meant what I said about not regretting Gray for even a single second. But, that was where it ended. I regretted everything else about my sham of a marriage.

      And I had to face that shame and guilt. Had to explain it to Bryan.

      Fuck, I was going to need a drink.

      We reached baggage claim. Sierra had already snagged one of our bags from the carousel, and I saw the other one tumble from the shoot as we approached.

      Bryan grabbed his own bag, and stood to the side as if waiting on us.

      “So, I’m staying at my parents’ house after the wedding, but I thought I’d get a hotel for a few days leading up to the ceremony so I could visit with others who are in town for it. Where are you guys staying?” Bryan seemed hesitant and hopeful at the same time.

      “We have a room at The Executive. I’ve got a discount code if you want to try to snag a room there as well. It would give you and Jase time to catch up, you know since you had gotten so close last year.” Sierra smiled a sickeningly sweet smile at Bryan, and I wanted to throttle her.

      She had that perfect sweetness down pat, but I knew in her fucked up mind she was up to something. If I had a chance to take Gray far away from her, I would. For the time being, I knew it would be best to just ignore her and let Bryan make up his own mind.

      “Yeah, that sounds good.” Bryan clearly sensed Sierra was faking her enthusiasm about us spending time together. He looked at us suspiciously before shrugging. “I think some of the others are staying there too. We can have a big ol’ reunion.”

      “Sounds like the perfect plan.” Sierra winked at us both.

      “You want to share the shuttle bus to the hotel?” I knew it wasn’t the best plan, but I found I didn’t want to let Bryan from my sight.

      He was just as attractive striding through the Austin airport as he was the last time I’d had my arms around him. He’d let his light brown hair grow longer than I’d ever seen it, but it was still a reasonable length. The messy style he kept in it just begged for hands to run through it, and I wanted them to be my hands. His blue eyes still held that look of confidence and uncertainty. Bryan Keating was a complete contradiction.

      During our time together in the military I’d come to respect him as a friend and a damn good soldier. When we’d first met, both of us fresh from high school, I’d immediately found myself drawn to him. He was probably the smartest person I’d ever met; he could talk circles around me when it came to social issues, government policies, and finance. But he never made me feel dumb. Bryan was the type of person people were drawn to. For all of his confidence in certain subjects, he was also awkward and unsure of himself in terms of his attractiveness or ability to talk to guys he found attractive.

      Bryan never hid the fact he was gay from me or anyone else. He wasn’t super flamboyant, and it wasn’t like he announced it to everyone he met. In fact, it took me about a week of hanging around our new group of friends for me to finally realize he was gay.

      And once I did, I found myself thinking about him more and more. Those feelings of wanting to be around him intensified. I’d messed around with a couple guys in high school, but I was very aware the world as I knew it would end if my parents ever even got the tiniest clue I was gay or bi or whatever. And I wasn’t gay, just curious and enjoyed experimenting. So, I married Sierra because we’d dated off and on throughout school. I didn’t love her, but being married would keep me from thinking about how right it had felt when I messed around with those guys. Because I was straight, or at least that’s what I had to let everyone around me believe, so it was easier if I just believed it.

      During one of our deployments, I’d finally given in to my growing feelings for Bryan. It had taken almost nine months to work up to it, but we eventually got together and it was the best week of my life.

      But all too soon we were back in the U.S. and I was moving to a new base in Oklahoma while Bryan stayed in Texas to finish his time in the Army. I didn’t regret staying in, I had always seen myself as career military. I hadn’t wanted to leave him. And I definitely hadn’t wanted to deal with Sierra. But, I’d had no choice.

      “Rafferty? You ready?” Bryan’s voice broke me from my thoughts.

      I glanced up to see the shuttle parked by the curb. Shaking my head to clear the Bryan-themed fog, I quickly loaded the bags and got Gray’s seat hooked in. A year ago, I wouldn’t have had a single clue about safely fastening a baby seat into a vehicle. I chuckled to myself how much Grayson’s arrival had changed my experiences.

      Sierra took the front seat. Likely so she could flirt with the driver.

      Bryan climbed past Gray’s seat, settling next to the window. I took the seat next to the door, putting my son’s carrier between the two of us.

      The driver gunned the van and we flew into Austin traffic.

      I seethed silently while Sierra chatted up our driver. I knew what she was doing. She loved to put me in uncomfortable positions. My wife was truly a despicable human being. I don’t think she even remembered her son most of the time. The only thing she was interested in was partying, sex, and my money. Grayson didn’t fit into that lifestyle. But she had me trapped and she knew it.

      A movement to my left caught my eye, and in the next second my heart seized in my chest. Bryan had put his hand on Grayson’s chest and my baby boy had immediately gripped his finger.

      Blushing furiously, Bryan cleared his throat and husked out, “Wow, he’s got a tight grip.”

      “Yep, you’re like his best friend for life now,” I joked. “Once he gets hold of something it’s like prying that fist open with the jaws of life to get it loose.”

      I reached up to stroke my son’s hand. Electricity crackled between Bryan and me when our hands brushed together. His eyes held heat and longing when he drew his gaze up to mine. I smiled slightly and squeezed his hand almost as tightly as Gray was gripping his finger.

      “Later,” was all I had the ability to mouth to him before the shuttle squealed into the hotel parking lot.
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      Shit, shit, shit.

      I just held hands with my former lover. Not normally all that unusual. But this former lover claimed himself to be straight, and was married with a baby. And I held hands with him behind his wife’s back, over his child’s baby carrier.

      Yeah, that was pretty fucked up.

      We climbed from the shuttle and headed inside. True to her word, Sierra provided a discount code for me to get a pretty decent rate on a room. I wasn’t destitute, but the plane ticket had set me back a good chunk of change, so I was happy to save money on the room.

      The hotel clerk, seeing we had arrived together, put me on the same floor as Jase and Sierra. I wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a curse.

      “Oh, perfect!” Sierra gushed. “You boys will have such a great time reconnecting.”

      I wasn’t sure what her game was, but I got the feeling it wasn’t a friendly one.

      The elevator ride was awkward. Disembarking, Jase and Sierra took little Gray and headed toward their room. I was at the end of the hallway opposite their room.

      “So, um, I guess I’ll get settled and then head down to grab a bite to eat and see who all is hanging around.” I mentioned my plans so Jase could let me know what he was planning to do.

      “Yeah, um, that sounds good. We’ll get Grayson fed and changed then we’ll join you for dinner.” Jase nodded as they faded down the hallway.
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      An hour later, I was sitting at a table for four by myself waiting on my food to arrive. I felt strange saving seats for Jase and Sierra, but the restaurant and bar were filling fast, and I didn’t want them to have to wait for a table. I could only hope they actually showed up or I was going to look like a fool.

      Just as my sampler platter was placed before me, Jase and Sierra sidled up to the table.

      “Are these seats taken?” Jase smiled down at me.

      “Nah, saved them for you guys since it was getting crowded.” I motioned for them to sit down.

      Jase had Gray cuddled up against his chest in a cloth carrier type thing. Never in a million years could I have imagined Jase Rafferty wearing a baby carrier with his infant son snuggled against him. As hot as I’d thought he was back during our time together in the Army, he shot up the hotness scale one hundred times with one small human being attached to him.

      Drinks and more food were ordered. Sierra recognized one of the other wives across the bar and went to chat. I was relieved to see her saunter away.

      “So, you and Sierra…,” I let the words trail off as I popped a wonton in my mouth.

      “Yeah, this isn’t the best place for that story. Maybe after dinner and drinks we could take a walk or hang out in your room?” Jase looked hopeful.

      “Sure, sounds like a plan. Will you need to make special arrangements for Gray?” It was strange to me how much life was flipped upside down by a baby. I had never thought about how much work it would be. Feedings, changings, sleep schedules all had to be considered and planned out.

      “He’s fairly easy. I’ll feed him and change him here. I’ve got the diaper bag, so anything else he may need will be available.” He sipped his drink and ran a hand over his baby’s downy head.

      “I take it Sierra doesn’t do a lot with the baby?” It was something I had been picking up on since I met them in the airport.

      “That’s the understatement of the year, man.” He shook his head, laughing ruefully.

      We spent the next hour chatting with old and current Army buddies who had come to Texas for the wedding. It was great to see them, and when Mac and his fiancé arrived the party really got started. Knowing I wanted to be completely sober for my conversation with Jase, I begged off of shots, excusing myself to the restroom.

      I heard footsteps behind me as I followed the long corridor to the hotel’s lobby restroom. I turned to see Jase following me with the baby and diaper bag in tow.

      “Figured I’d change his diaper and let you watch him long enough for me to take a piss.” Jase laughed. “Chill out, man. It’s easy, he won’t break. You’re basically just going to stand there and make sure he doesn’t roll to his death from the changing table.”

      I’m sure my face was contorted into sheer panic.

      Jase cursed as we entered the men’s room.

      “Fuck. I hate it when there’s no changing table. I’m not the only dad taking care of his baby; all restrooms should have changing tables.” He glanced to the sink, but it was just a pedestal one with no counter top to speak of. “Double fuck.”

      I quickly relieved myself when he gestured that I should go ahead while he mentally prepared for how he’d change Gray’s diaper.

      “We could go upstairs? Lay him on the bed?” I suggested.

      “Nah, I’ve done this sitting on the toilet by myself, having you here to help will make it easier.” He opened the stall door, hanging the diaper bag from the hook inside. Digging around in the bag he found wipes and a diaper.

      “Okay, what you’re going to do is…,” Jase started and I felt the need to bolt from the restroom. “Relax man, you’re just going to hold him for me.”

      Jase proceeded to explain my part in the Great Men’s Room Diaper Change. According to him, all I had to do was hold Gray under his tiny little arms, and Jase would take care of the rest.

      Loosening the baby wrap carrier thing, Jase lifted Gray from his chest. The little bundle squirmed and grunted, stretched and whimpered.

      “Oh, God, Jase. He’s already crying. I can’t hold him when he’s crying.” The panic in my voice made my words shake.

      “That’s not crying, believe me. You’ll know when this kid is upset or pissed. He’s got a massive set of lungs on him. Here, hold him like this so he’s facing me.”

      Thrusting the baby into my hands, Jase immediately started to strip the infant’s tiny little pants from his body. Snapping open the fastening on the crotch of his microscopic shirt, huh, so that’s how you get to the diaper without having to strip the shirt over the head each time, Jase didn’t give me any time to balk.

      I was standing in a hotel bathroom with a three month old baby in my hands while my friend and former lover worked to change the baby’s diaper. Yeah, definitely surreal.

      Jase quickly undid the adhesive fasteners on the diaper, but slowly pulled the front of the diaper back. Waiting a moment, he lowered the material a bit more. Gray shivered in my hands and Jase laughed, jumping back a bit and covering the baby again.

      “Whoa there, buddy-boy.” Jase laughed again, shaking his head. “He tries to get me every time.”

      “Get you? With what?” I hadn’t seen anything, but Jase had a better view than me.

      “He likes to pee once his diaper is off. He’s got me with direct hits more than once. It’s like the cool air sets him off. If he’s laying down, I have this little cup thingie I put over him so he doesn’t soak me.” Jase pulled the diaper back down. “I think he’s done now. I’m going to remove the wet diaper and put the dry one on quickly. We’re almost done. You’re lucky this one wasn’t a dirty diaper, things would have been much different.”

      Jase worked quickly and efficiently, making a quick wipe over all the important parts before replacing the wet diaper with the dry one. Within seconds, Gray was dry and redressed. I turned slightly and caught my reflection in the mirror. Both Gray and I looked awkward, but seeing me with a baby in my arms, albeit like a deer in headlights, struck something deep inside me.

      Jase joined us in the mirror, gripping my arm and splaying his hand on Gray’s tummy. The baby kicked his feet and gurgled at his father. My heart lurched into my throat.

      “You look good holding my baby.” Jase’s whisper was hot on my ear.

      Clearing my throat as the door swung open, I quickly handed the baby back to Jase and did my best to look like I knew what I was doing cleaning up the remnants of the Great Men’s Room Diaper Change. Jase folded the carrier up and placed it in the diaper bag.

      “He’s awake now, so I’ll feed him and let him take a look around for a while. Once we are back in your room he can stretch out on the bed.” Jase plopped the baby back into my arms. “Here, hold him a minute while I mix up his bottle.”

      I watched in amazed fascination as Jase quickly washed his hands, poured water and measured out a yellow-white powder into a bottle. Shaking it furiously, he popped a lid onto the bottle and placed it in a pocket of the diaper bag. As I stood there, dumbstruck, he took Grayson from my arms and talked to him in a soft tone.

      “Hey there, Gray. Whatdya say, bud? You ready for a bottle? You want that tummy filled, huh?” The baby produced a gummy grin and gurgled his approval of what his daddy was saying.

      Jase headed toward the door, glancing over his shoulder. “You coming?”

      I nodded mutely, washed my hands in a daze, and followed him out of the bathroom.

      Yeah, definitely hadn’t planned on any of this during a visit home. But, to be honest, I didn’t dislike it. Not at all.

      There was no reason to let that thought go any further. Jase was straight, married, and had a baby along with his commitment to the Army. Nothing would come from this reconnection. But I would definitely enjoy my time with him while I could. Add a cute baby to the mix and I had nothing to complain about. Plus, he sure hadn’t been all that straight last year when we finally got together.
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      “There’s my dear husband.” Sierra’s words were starting to slur. “You and Bryan heading out to have a little fun?” Her eyes narrowed as she spoke, an evil grin spreading across her face.

      “Thought we’d walk the city a bit, just visit since it’s been so long since we’ve had a chance to catch up.” I tried to keep my voice nonchalant; I didn’t want her to know she could get to me.

      “Well, I need some money. Some of the girls in The Lonely Wives Club are going to the casino down the street. You know how I am when I start drinking. I better have money to keep me from spilling any dirty little secrets.” Sierra threw her head back, cackling.

      “Seems to me like you’ve likely already had enough to drink. Maybe you should pass on the casino drinks and just have fun gambling away my hard earned money.” The venom in my voice was evident, I knew it was, but I couldn’t help it. The woman was a terrible person, and I didn’t want my son anywhere near her. I couldn’t count the number of times she had overspent from my account and I had to contact my parents for help with bills.

      “Just give me the damn money, Jase. Take your little boy and boy toy out on the town, I’ll be fine.” She took the folded money I handed her from my wallet. As she sauntered away from us she tossed over her shoulder, “Be quiet when you come in, keep the baby calm. Better yet, stay with Bryan. I don’t want to be awake any time before noon tomorrow. I’m sure the two of you could come up with something to occupy your night.”

      I watched her walk away, gut churning, racking my brain how I could get away from her without my world imploding on me.

      “Dude, let’s get out of here. She’s toxic.” Bryan wrinkled his nose as he spoke.

      “You are absolutely, one hundred percent correct on that statement.”

      We laughed and headed out into the Austin evening. We didn’t say goodbye to our friends; we’d see them over the next couple days leading up to the wedding. And saying goodbye drew attention to us leaving, together, and also opened us up to others wanting to tag along. I just wanted time with Bryan.

      We walked to a small park, more like just a corner with a few trees and a bench. Settling down, I pulled the bottle from the bag and offered it to Grayson. He greedily began to guzzle.

      Bryan laughed, then huffed, “Huh, I thought babies needed their milk warm or something.”

      “Nah, Gray’s a trooper, he takes it however it’s presented. He just likes to eat. He really is a very good baby. He doesn’t spit up much, only really cries when he’s tired, dirty, or hungry, and will eat and sleep pretty much anywhere.”

      At the mention of spit up, Bryan grimaced a bit.

      “No worries, man, spit up happens. It’s not the end of the world. Promise.” I brushed my thigh against the hand he had rested on the bench. Closing my eyes against the emotion I felt when he brushed his fingers along my leg, I breathed deeply.

      Looking down at my son, happily chugging his bottle, I cleared my throat.

      “So, when we got back to the U.S., Sierra had divorce papers ready for me.”

      “I remember you telling me that just a couple weeks before you moved to Oklahoma.” Bryan nodded at me, encouraging me to continue the story.

      “Well, I didn’t realize it at the time, but she had picked up on something and decided to use it to her advantage. She made a big show of tearing up the papers, crying about how much she loved me, how much she wanted to make things work, and how sorry she was for the way she acted while we were deployed.”

      I paused momentarily to burp Gray. I laughed at Bryan’s wide-eyed expression when the tiny body over my shoulder practically exploded with a man-size belch.

      “Whoa, dude! That was impressive.” Bryan gave Gray a tiny fist bump.

      Returning Gray to the bottle, I continued my story.

      “She convinced me that she’d just been lonely, and the loneliness made her crazy. She swore up and down she hadn’t cheated on me, she gave me back the watch she told me she had pawned, and she swore everything would be better now that I was home.”

      I stopped, losing myself in the regret.

      “I didn’t really believe her, but I’d just come off a crazy, wild, intense couple weeks with you, and I wasn’t sure what to do with those feelings. I knew there was no way we’d be able to make a relationship work, our paths were headed in two completely different directions. And I had no intention of ever admitting I liked a guy, especially to my family, so I accepted her excuses and we stayed together.” I stopped again, swallowing the bitterness of this memory. “God, I wish I had just told her to go to hell. But, on the other hand, I can’t think that because Grayson came from us staying together. I can tell you that my parents can’t stand her; my dad spends way too much time and energy covering for her crazy spending and partying. But, that’s my dad for you, he’s always determined to make sure his family appears perfect to the public.”

      “Can I ask something personal?” Bryan hesitated.

      “I’m telling you my whole sordid story, sure go ahead.”

      “You mentioned several times to me that you couldn’t father children because of an illness when you were younger.” He let the statement and unspoken question hang in the air.

      “Yeah, well, that’s what I thought. It’s what the doctors had told my parents from the time I was little and got over that illness. Guess they were wrong. I’d used condoms with other girls, but I figured there was no reason to use them with my wife if I was shootin’ blanks. Anyway, she was ecstatic when she got pregnant. Came to the base to tell me, made a huge deal out of it. She swore up and down we were meant to be since this miracle had happened. I figured out soon enough that the baby and the other info she’d picked up on would be her way of keeping me trapped.”

      Bryan cleared his throat and I saw the question on his face.

      “Yeah, man, he’s mine. She threw a fit, but I demanded a paternity test.”

      He laid his hand on my knee and squeezed. “I’m happy for you, Rafferty. He’s a beautiful baby and fatherhood seems to fit you perfectly.”

      “He’s the only bright spot of this whole fucked up situation.”

      Grayson had finished his bottle and burped again. I knew he’d be sleepy, so I settled him into the carrier on my chest.

      “Let’s walk, the motion will soothe him to sleep.”

      We stood and walked aimlessly for several blocks.

      “When Sierra was about halfway through her pregnancy, we had a huge fight. I don’t even remember what it was about. Likely me telling her she was spending too much money. My parents had bought us a nice little place off base, so Sierra and I used the housing allowance for spending money. She didn’t want to work, and I didn’t want the fight of making her get a job. She spent her days getting manicures, massages, fru-fru coffee drinks, and gossiping with some of the other wives. She was at the mall daily. She supposedly sold some homemade jewelry online, but I never saw any of that actually happen.

      “Anyway, we were having a hellacious fight when she dropped a bomb. ‘Don’t you dare threaten me, Jase Rafferty! If you want to have a place in this baby’s life and not have your dirty little secret told to your parents and friends, you’ll do exactly what I say!’ I remember just looking at her, stunned and confused.

      “She continued, ‘Yeah, I know all about your crush on Bryan Keating.’ I felt my world drop away from me. I had no clue how she could know about us, but somehow she did. As the conversation continued she shared that she’d heard me talking to you once on base in Texas, and I guess she overheard me, um, saying your name in the shower one morning.” I had to stop. Heat from the blush traveled through my entire body.

      “The final clue I’d given her was saying your name in my sleep. I tried to deny it all, but she was convinced and I knew she’d tell my parents and anyone who would listen if I didn’t just play nice. So I made sure she had the money she wanted for her daily spending sprees and tried to just keep her happy. Now that Gray is here, I don’t know how I’ll ever get away from her. I mean, she doesn’t even like the baby; I honestly think she was just happy to be pregnant so she could use him as a pawn in her blackmail. But I have to bide my time until she leaves, if that’s even possible, because if I threaten to leave she’ll go straight to my parents and tell them about you and me. I can’t risk it, and I can’t risk my custody of Grayson.”

      When I stopped speaking, Bryan was staring at me with the most forlorn look on his face.

      “Jase, I’m so sorry. I hate what she’s doing to you.” He hugged me to his chest, careful to avoid squishing Gray between us. “Let’s go back to my room. We can have a couple drinks, let the baby stretch out, and spend some time together.”

      “That sounds terrific. I haven’t been able to let down my guard forever; I’m constantly on edge wondering what Sierra may say or do next.” I let him rub my shoulder for a few seconds before we turned and headed back toward The Executive.

      Walking in silence I glanced over at him. I didn’t usually find myself thinking about or looking at other men, but there was just something about him that had me all tied in knots. I’d lived my entire life straight. Sure, I’d experimented, but a lot of guys did that. Why was Bryan Keating so different? I was straight until I found myself around him for even a moment, then I felt my head, body, and heart telling me to pull him close and kiss him. The thought of spending the evening in his hotel room had my body in complete turmoil.

      He looked over at me then.

      “What?” The smile lit up his whole face.

      “Nothing. Just thinking that I don’t think I’m gay until I’m around you. There’s just something about you that brings it out of me.”

      He smirked. “Thanks. I think?”

      We both laughed and entered the hotel.

      Reaching his room, I glanced around to be sure no one would see me and then walked through his door.
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      I turned the television on but kept the volume low. One lamp was glowing softly by the second bed. The sparsely decorated hotel room should have felt barren, but having Jase and Gray there filled the room with a coziness I hadn’t expected.

      “I’ll probably sleep on this bed, so feel free to take that one.” When I realized that sounded like I expected him to stay or I didn’t want him in my bed, I stumbled while backtracking over my words. “I mean, you can put Gray over there. Or you can lay down there. If you’re tired. Or you can sit in the chair. My bed is open, but it’s not that I expect you there…” I let my words trail off, knowing I’d dug myself further into my awkward rambling.

      “Keating?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Relax, man. I want to be here. I’d really like to see where the night takes us, but there’s no pressure. I’m just happy to see you and get to catch up.” Jase smirked at me as my blush deepened.

      I flopped down on my bed and watched as Jase placed a sound asleep Grayson on the other bed and built a small wall of pillows around him.

      “Does he roll off the bed a lot?” I would have never even thought of the baby rolling off. Never let anyone leave you alone with a baby, Keating.

      “He hasn’t yet, but I’m always just careful.” Jase toed his shoes off, placing them next to the bed. He laid down on the bed next to me.

      “Has it been hard becoming a father?” I watched him closely and saw joy fill his eyes.

      “Yes, but it’s a good kind of hard. As soon as that baby was born it’s like I went from having a normal, regular heart to having a heart doubled in size, plus another one on the outside of my body. He carries my heart with him, and he will forever. Infants are scary, but they really aren’t too hard once you figure out what they need. And I was blessed with him being a really good baby. The late night feedings are murder, but staying up until all hours playing video games with you trained me to function on little to no sleep, so I don’t notice it too much.”

      “And Sierra doesn’t do anything with him?” I couldn’t imagine how hard it was on Jase basically being a single father.

      “Not really. Most days she has a nanny come watch him so she can work on her jewelry, but I know she spends most of that time out and about.” Jase shook his head.

      “Are you guys still, um, intimate?” I was jealous of her getting to share a bed with him.

      “Not really. Occasionally we will, but that’s only because I know if I refuse she’ll go to my parents.” His face shadowed with guilt and shame.

      “Why does she stay? I mean, she doesn’t like Gray or you from the sound of it.” I knew the answer before the question was out of my mouth.

      “Why wouldn’t she stay? She’s got a great life. Housing, money, drinks, parties, doesn’t have to work, support and sympathy from the community because she’s a ‘lonely military wife’. Hell, I know a lot of people who suffer terribly when a spouse or partner is in the military, but my wife doesn’t fit that bill. The only reason she’s scared of my being deployed again is because she’d be stuck with Grayson.”

      “Do you think if something better came along she’d take it and leave?” I wondered what the chances were of her finding a rich sugar daddy to take her far, far away. She wasn’t a very attractive woman, but my dislike of her could have been skewing my opinion in that department.

      “In a heartbeat. And I pray for it every single day.” Jase smiled sadly.

      “Can I ask about your parents?” I didn’t want to put him on the spot, but I was curious.

      When he nodded, I continued.

      “You say your world would be destroyed if your parents found out you’re gay.”

      When he started to protest I just quirked an eyebrow and he stopped.

      “Fine, I’ll agree to at least being gay or bi when I’m with you. No other guy turns me on the way you do. But, if my parents found out I was into you or any other guys, they’d pull every single penny of support.” His voice sounded shaky just thinking about it.

      “So it’s all about money?” I felt there had to be something more.

      “Man, even before Grayson, I needed their monetary support. But now, and if Sierra ever leaves, I need them more than ever. I’m basically a single dad. I have to pay for a lot of extra, but Sierra didn’t lessen her allowance when the baby came along. I mean, I’m not destitute, but their money helps with a lot of things. And they watch Grayson for me a lot when the nanny isn’t available.”

      “I don’t buy it. Not completely.” I didn’t want to start a fight, but I’d always been able to talk frankly with Jase.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Jase wasn’t angry, but defensive.

      “I think you fear losing the money, but I think you fear something else more. I’m not sure what, but you’re hiding behind the money.”

      “Whatever.” Jase watched me momentarily before speaking again. I watched fear and uncertainty shadow his face until he finally took a deep breath. “Fine, you’re right. I’m scared out of my fucking mind about what my mom and dad would do if they found out. Not only cut me off financially, but cut me out of the family all together. I’d lose my siblings, my grandparents, my parents all in one swoop. And my dad would be so angry and disappointed, he’d never allow me to be gay. Mom would just cry and cry and cry; I know she loves me, but I also know she won’t go against my dad and she wouldn’t be okay with me being gay if I ever came out to them. I don’t know that I can handle that. So I need them to never find out.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing we just have this trip then, huh? We can have our own secret little tryst, and then you can go back to your screwed up marriage and keep pretending to be someone you’re not.” I didn’t mean to sound so shitty, but it hurt my heart to know he was so miserable but never planned to do anything about it.

      “Man, it’s not that easy. I’m still in the Army, I’ve got a child to think about. I can’t just be as open and free as you are.”

      “Excuses. If there ever comes a time where a guy truly captures your heart, you won’t hesitate for even a moment. I’m not saying I’m that guy, I’m just saying don’t make yourself miserable. You deserve to be happy.”

      Heat from our bodies surrounded us as the baby slept. I wanted to turn to him, touch him, hold him, but I wasn’t sure if he felt the same.

      “So, tell me about you. What have you been up to?”

      When Jase changed the subject, my heart faltered momentarily. But glancing over at him I realized he was still in my bed, still talking, still sharing the evening with me. I couldn’t complain.

      “Well, I moved up to Indiana once my time was up. I’m going to business school up there. Thanks to my connections through school I was able to land a really good job at an investment firm. It’s the perfect position because it allows me to build on my experience and still attend classes; they’re flexible and work around my classes.” I knew I’d gotten lucky in terms of landing the perfect job. I had high hopes of a position being offered to me when I completed my schooling.

      “So, are you dating?” Jase’s eyes flashed, and I tried to convince myself I was imagining jealousy in them.

      “Not seriously. I date here and there, but it’s the same old, same old. One or two dates, but nothing more. I still feel like I’m in the hookup cycle I was in a few years ago. Hot guy, great sex, but no connection, or fabulous personality, loads of things in common, but no heat or spark.” I let my voice trail off as I realized Jase and I had the connection and the spark.

      As if he realized what I was thinking, Jase reached for my hand. “Why is it we’ve got what it takes in all the departments except the one that would allow us to be together?”

      Rolling into him, I nuzzled his neck, breathing deeply. The heat I’d become addicted to over a year ago engulfed me, wrapping me in a cocoon of desire.

      With a moan, Jase moved quickly, pushing me to my back. From his position on top of me, he held himself on his strong arms, looking at me with dark, hooded eyes.

      “Do you have any idea what you do to me?” He rocked his length against me, both of us moaning softly.

      Lowering himself, he ran a hand along my cheek. His eyes closed as he swallowed visibly, he looked to be grasping at control. Letting one hand cup his cheek as the other lightly gripped his ass, I pulled him toward me.

      His whisper sounded ragged in my ear, “Do you know how many nights I’ve dreamed of having you back under me? It’s taken me a year to even try to get you out of my mind. Now you’re back, and I can only have you for a moment, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to waste any of our time.”

      With that, he lowered his mouth to mine, and I was lost.

      The kiss was soft, hesitant, hot. Heat poured through my veins as my body fought to keep the kiss under control, but my body was frantic. I warred with wanting to keep our kiss soft, lingering, sharing this time together, and gripping his hair, biting his lip, and thrusting my tongue in his mouth in hopes of easing the ache building between us.

      Before I could decide which direction to take the kiss, Gray made a squirmy baby sound, and I froze in horror.

      “Oh fuck, we’re going to scar him for life.” I tried to scramble from under Jase’s weight.

      He bit back a laugh, likely to keep from waking the baby.

      “Bryan, human kind as we know it would have failed to thrive if sex was forbidden with a baby in the room. He can really only see sharp contrasting colors, the dim light in the room will protect us from him seeing anything if he wakes up. Besides, he can’t see past those pillows. And he wouldn’t even know what we’re doing. If he was older, I’d be concerned about it, but he’s asleep and won’t know what’s going on even if he wakes up.” Jase traced a thumb over my lip, gripping my hair with his other hand. “Now, where were we?”

      I moaned, sighing into his touch. Lifting my mouth to his, I accepted his hot lips and thrusting tongue. Savoring his unique flavor, I roamed my hands down until I reached his cock. The hiss from him made me shiver, breaking from the kiss I ground my palm against him as I whispered, “I want this. Now.”

      Jase went to work, stripping us both down in mere seconds. Keeping quiet during sex so as not to wake a baby was a challenge I’d never experienced, but I figured it couldn’t be that much more difficult than staying quiet for a roommate or neighbor not to hear. And at least Gray was asleep and not watching; nothing ruins the mojo like being stared at. Cats are the worst, just sitting and watching. Makes a guy’s nuts shrivel at the thought.

      Pushing Jase over onto his back, I took a moment to appreciate his body. A light smattering of dark hair covered him from head to toe. He wasn’t overly hairy, but enough to make me want to run my hands along his entire body.

      “Damn, you’re gorgeous.” I crawled up the mattress, dotting kisses along his thigh, hip bone, and groin. Catching his eyes, I slowly licked my lips before taking him in my mouth. Swallowing him down, inhaling a scent my brain would never rid itself of, I reveled in the moans coming from his throat.

      “Stop, don’t make me come. I want to be inside you.” Jase scrambled to the diaper bag, producing a condom and lube.

      “You keep that in the diaper bag?” I chuckled quietly.

      “Not usually. I brought it just in case Sierra wanted to do something, but I packed it in the diaper bag tonight because I was hopeful for our time together.” Jase crawled to his knees, pushing me onto my back.

      Cool lube dribbled on my ass, and I watched as he rolled the condom down his length.

      I gasped when a finger breached me suddenly. The sting accompanying a second finger was uncomfortable, but welcomed.

      “No more, get in me now.” I gritted out.

      Memories from a year ago rushed through my mind when his body invaded mine. Closing my eyes, I savored the heat, the stretch, the fullness, as they all threatened to push me over the edge.

      Jase rocked deep, and I bit into his shoulder to suppress a scream.

      “Do that again.”

      Jase surged forward, picking up the speed and power of his thrusts.

      There had never been a time with Jase that I would have described as anything less than fabulous, but our joining this time around was more intense than ever before. It was like we both knew we only had a moment in time. I clung to him as if I could fill myself with enough of him to last me a lifetime.

      Slowing slightly, Jase hooked his arms under my shoulders. His thrusting became less frantic, but he reached a place deep inside. “Look at me, Bry.”

      I locked eyes with him, letting my body absorb him.

      “It’s never been this good; it will never be this good with anyone but you. If things were different…” He trailed off.

      My heart hurt knowing we’d never have more than that moment. Vowing to make the most of it, I pulled him into a deep kiss while thrusting myself against him. “We’ll always have this. Fuck me.”

      Several minutes later, gritting our teeth and suppressing our moans, Jase and I shattered together. When we’d caught our breath, Jase padded to the bathroom and returned with a warm washcloth. After cleaning himself and me, he whispered, “Can I leave you on baby watch while I shower?”

      I did my best not to panic. Seeing Gray was asleep, I nodded yes.

      The shower had only just turned on when Gray made several whimpery baby noises, and I felt myself begin to hyperventilate.

      “Rafferty! He’s waking up,” I called through the bathroom door.

      “Chill, man. He’ll squirm around a bit, just talk to him. Maybe turn on the brighter light so he can see you better. He loves looking at faces right now. He’s got a rattle, and a teething type toy in the bag somewhere. He doesn’t usually start screaming right away. I should be out by the time he’s in full-blown meltdown mode.”

      His words didn’t exactly calm me, but I quickly found the toy, turned on another lamp, and sat on the bed. Realizing I was still naked, I dove for my boxers. Pulling them up, I looked down to see Gray’s bright eyes watching me.

      “Hey, little man, how was your nap?” I sat on the edge of the bed, and put a hand on his belly. My heart flip-flopped when he grasped my large hand with both of his tiny ones. With a gurgling squeal, Gray offered me a gummy smile.

      Moments later, I felt heat at my back. Jase leaned down, whispering in my ear, “Damn it, you look good with my baby.” Turning me to face him, he kissed me roughly. “I swear, if things were different, I could see this – us – working out. You, me, Gray; damn if I don’t want that.”

      Heart pounding, knowing we’d never have what he was referring to, I stood from the bed. “If wishes were dreams, and dreams could come true…” Smiling sadly, I went to take my turn in the shower.

      A year ago, our time together was a fantasy come to life, but I didn’t fancy myself in love with Jase Rafferty. Now, after a chance encounter and one night of reconnecting physically and emotionally, I found myself longing for what I couldn’t have with Jase. A future. Was it because I knew I couldn’t have it that I wanted it so badly? Could I ever really love Jase? No use in wondering about it; we’d never get the chance to truly be together.
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      Walking out of the steamy bathroom to find Keating in his boxers, perched on the edge of the bed, talking to Gray, almost brought me to my knees. God, if only things were different, we could have this for real. Instead, I have a night or two, then a lifetime of being miserable with only memories to sustain me. Better make them count then.

      While Bryan showered, I changed Gray’s diaper and mixed up a bottle. Laying a blanket on the ground, I let him have some tummy time before I fed him. I pulled the comforter from the bed, not sure I wanted to lay on the hotel floor without a barrier. Positioning myself on my stomach facing my baby, I marveled at how he could lift his chest from the floor with his improving neck and arm strength.

      “Aww, it’s like little baby pushups. Are you making him do PT in his pajamas?” Bryan smiled down at us as he ran a towel through his hair.

      “Nah, just giving him some tummy time before he eats. Sometimes he gets a little urpy if I feed him before I put him on his tummy. This way, he gets to stretch and play before he eats, and I get to hopefully avoid spit up.”

      My heart all but stopped when Bryan lowered himself to the comforter and stretched out beside me. Reaching a hand out to Gray, he smiled when my son took his hand. Turning a beaming smile towards me, he laughed, “I think he likes me.”

      “He’s not the only one,” I kissed him softly.

      We played with Gray for another thirty minutes before I gave him his final bottle before bed. I knew he’d wake later to eat, but this one would hopefully fill him up for a while.

      One final burping, a clean, dry diaper, and a soft lullaby while I walked the room with him in my arms, and Gray was asleep for the night. I got him all set up on the bed with his pillow walls, and turned anxiously to Bryan.

      “We should likely sleep while he’s asleep. He’ll wake in about four to six hours to eat again.”

      Bryan gestured to the bed, and we settled in together. Pulling him close to my side, the clean scent of shampoo filling the air, I tipped his chin for a kiss.

      “This is something we’ve never done, you know?” Bryan spoke softly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve never been able to just sleep together. Not like this, with no deadline or fear of being caught. I can sleep in your arms all night, and I’m going to enjoy every second of it.” He leaned in to kiss me, dipping his tongue deep into my mouth. There were a lot of things I wanted to do, and sleeping wasn’t top of the list. But adding a baby to my life meant I took the sleep when I could. Breaking the kiss, I settled us under the heavy blanket, and relaxed into his warmth.
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      I did my best to change Gray’s diaper, mix the bottle, and get him back to sleep without waking Bryan, but I failed.

      On one of my trips walking Gray in hopes of getting him back to sleep, I noticed Bryan awake, propped up, watching me with hungry eyes.

      Once Grayson was asleep again, I returned to bed to pull Bryan close.

      “Hi. Sorry to wake you.” I softly kissed his lips, savoring the heat of his mouth.

      “Do you know how damn hot you are when you’re taking care of your son?” Bryan deepened the kiss.

      “Mmmm, do you have a daddy fetish? Want me to feed you, change you, spank you?” I nipped at his lip, laughing.

      Bryan’s eyes caught mine. “No, but I do want you to fuck me. Hard and slow, right now.”

      My cock grew hard as Bryan rolled to his back. Reaching for the lube and condom I’d put on the bedside table with high hopes earlier, I found myself staring down at his perfect body, in awe of his beauty.

      I watched as my hand grasped his cock. Licking my lips, I leaned in to taste him. In all of my experimenting, and all of my time with Bryan, I’d never sucked a cock. But at that moment, I wanted nothing more than to swallow him down. The quiet hiss of his breath when my mouth took him in spurred me on.

      “Oh, fuck, Jase.”

      “No worries, I plan to, I just wanted to taste you.” I smiled wickedly at him before rolling on the condom. After lubing myself, I slowly rubbed the liquid into his ass. There was absolutely nothing more breathtaking than watching my cock disappear into Bryan’s body. The initial entry, the pause as the ring of muscle gave way, and the slow thrusting in and out was almost more than I could take.

      This time was slower. The frenzied heat of earlier was gone, replaced by a desperate hunger and sadness. I watched Bryan’s face with every thrust into his tight body, memorizing his features, his breathing, his breathless moans.

      When we both lay spent, clinging to each other, I shivered when he whispered, “I want more, but I’ll cherish these memories forever if it’s all I can get.”

      Squeezing back sudden tears, I tightened my arms around him. “There’s no one I’d rather give more to if only I could.”
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      The next morning I left Gray with Bryan so I could sneak into my room and get new clothes. Glancing at a shirtless Bryan propped on his side making my son laugh warmed my heart, but I couldn’t let myself bask in that warmth, our time together was coming to an end.

      Once we were all cleaned up and dressed, we bypassed the hotel restaurant and headed to a corner diner for breakfast.

      Sitting with Bryan and my son as we chatted about anything and nothing at all was a surreal experience. We could have just been two friends having breakfast, or we could have been committed partners with our child, but no one really paid us any attention. It made me wish so badly that I could rid myself of Sierra and stand up to my parents. But, I had to think of my son as well. It would be irresponsible to knowingly take a risk which could cut any and all family support out of my life.

      Bryan caught me staring, wishing, contemplating.

      “It’s okay, Jase. We should enjoy what time we’ve been given. If we’re meant to have more later on down the road, it will happen. But, for now, let’s just enjoy making memories to hold us over until that future moment.” He caressed my hand.
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      All too soon, Mac’s wedding was over. Sierra insisted on staying for a bit of the reception, but then we were heading to the room to pack up.

      Bryan had offered to take us to the airport because he’d gotten a rental car since he was heading out to his parents’ house for a while. I didn’t want any awkward goodbyes at the airport, but I couldn’t stand the thought of not getting to properly tell him goodbye.

      “Hey, I think I left Gray’s onesie in Bryan’s room. I’ll meet you downstairs in about thirty minutes.” I didn’t really owe Sierra any explanation, and I knew she wouldn’t believe it anyway, but I made my excuses before heading down the hall to Bryan’s room. I ignored her snort of disgust as I walked away.

      My heart warmed when the door opened and his entire face lit up.

      I walked into the room quickly.

      “Hi. I, um, just wanted some privacy to say goodbye before we get to the airport.” I tried not to let my breath catch.

      “I’m glad.” Bryan leaned in to kiss my cheek, both of us laughing when Gray caught his hair in a tight little fist.

      “Whoa, Gray, loosen up a bit there.” Bryan winced as I fought to free his hair from Gray’s grasp.

      Spreading the comforter on the floor, I once again set Gray up to play on his tummy for a while. Turning, I found Bryan watching me. I inched towards him, slowly, never taking my eyes from his. When I had him pinned against the wall, I hooked my arms around his waist and pulled him close.

      “Thank you for a weekend beyond my wildest dreams. Getting to see you and reconnect – it was amazing being with you again, Bryan.”

      “Never thought I’d see you again, so this weekend has been extremely enjoyable. I’d like to say we’ll keep in touch, maybe meet up now and then, but there are a lot of miles between Oklahoma and Indiana.” Bryan leaned his forehead against mine, breathing deeply.

      The sadness I felt shudder through him traveled through my body as well.

      “I’m going to miss you so damn much. Why is this time so much harder to say goodbye than it was a year ago?” I never wanted to let him go.

      “A year ago, we’d indulged a fantasy, nothing more or less. It was the beginning of the end as soon as it started.” He trailed kisses down my jaw, nipping, before parting my lips with his tongue. When the kiss ended, he traced his thumb across my bottom lip. “This time, it was a welcomed surprise, but it gave us a glimpse at what could have been if only things were different. This time it’s more like the end of a beginning. I think that’s why it hurts so much more.”

      Tears glistened in his eyes as I leaned in to devour his mouth.

      Hearts pounding, bodies trembling, tears streaming, we held each other for several moments.

      “We should go, I don’t want to miss our flight and be stranded in the airport with a baby and Sierra.” I chuckled a bit, hoping to get Bryan to laugh.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      Bryan walked to Gray. Gingerly picking him up from the floor, he held my son lovingly in his arms. Amazing how much he’d relaxed around the baby over our days together.

      “Gray, buddy, I want you to take good care of your daddy. He’s a good man, and he deserves to be happy. I’m so very glad I got to meet you. I know you’re going to grow up to be just as special as your father.” He stopped talking, turning his eyes to me. “I had never really thought about children, and now after a few days with you, all I can think about is how I want to help you raise this baby. How crazy is that?”

      About as crazy as me contemplating giving up everything to have the chance to raise my son with you.

      He walked to me, handing Grayson over after kissing him on the cheek. Once he was secure in my arms, Bryan leaned in and kissed him on the head, breathing deeply, before allowing one last lingering kiss on my lips.

      “Mmmmm, I don’t know who smells better, you or Gray.” He winked at me. “Joking aside, Jase, if you ever need anything, you can always come to Indiana. Hopefully we’ll be in touch, but you could always look me up there.”

      One last hug and kiss, and we walked to the lobby.

      Finding Sierra there was like a razor to my already pained senses.

      She turned, smirking at us before stalking from the hotel towards Bryan’s rental.

      Two hours later, I sat with my arms heavy from my sleeping son, and my heart heavy from leaving Bryan. I knew I had a steady job with the Army, I was looking forward to flying helicopters like I’d always dreamed, but facing it without Bryan was a hard pill to swallow.
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      Jase: My wife is such a bitch.

      Me: What did she do now?

      

      Most of our texts started one of two ways. Jase telling me one more awful story about Sierra, or sending me a sexy picture or some hot little sentence about what he wanted to do to me. The first made me angry and sad, the latter made me long for him with each breath.

      Some of the best texts I got from him were pics of Gray or him and Gray together. That baby had stolen my heart, and I looked forward to those pictures. It was fun watching him grow and hearing about the new milestones he was reaching.

      When Jase first left Texas to go back to Oklahoma, we texted daily for a while. When his training got more intense, I’d be lucky to hear from him once a week. Then after about a year of on and off texts, he got sent on one last month-long training to finalize his certification on the helos. I’d known I’d hear very little from him during that month.

      But I didn’t expect to lose contact with him completely. For days, weeks, months after I knew he should have returned from the training, I waited and obsessed over hearing from him. I checked my phone a million times a day. But I heard nothing.

      I didn’t want to seem clingy or pushy; maybe he had moved on? Maybe it was easier to have no contact? Or maybe he was hurt? Wouldn’t an old Army buddy contact me if they knew Jase was hurt? But, to be honest, I hadn’t done a real good job of keeping in contact and no one had my new information.

      I finally broke down and called the number I’d been texting over the past year, but it wasn’t in service. My heart broke, and the wonder over what had happened ate at my insides. I could have turned stalker and dug deeper to find Jase, but at that point, I had to admit defeat and turn it all over to fate. If Jase and I were to meet up again, I had to just trust it would happen. If not, I had some great memories. I wasn’t going to force it to happen.

      Telling myself that was one thing, but actually getting my mopey ass out of my apartment and my mind off of Jase was another thing altogether.
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      When I came home from helo training, I walked in to a disaster of epic proportions. I had no sooner thrown my bag down inside the door of the house than my father pulled up.

      “Jase, son, you need to come with me.”

      At the look on his face, I knew something was desperately wrong.

      “Gray?” My world began to spin, I wouldn’t be able to live without my son.

      “He’s okay. Now. But, he’s in the hospital.” Dad motioned toward the car.

      Fighting wobbly legs and the urge to vomit, I made it to the passenger side and somehow got myself strapped in.

      “What happened? Where’s Sierra?”

      I had left a month ago with a heavy heart. I needed this certification to fly the bird, but I worried about leaving a toddler Gray with Sierra. I knew she’d have the nanny watching him most of the time I was gone, and that actually made me feel better than thinking he’d be stuck with Sierra the whole time.

      “Sierra is in jail. Probably not for long, they’re just holding her for questioning. We got a call from the hospital this morning. The nanny took Gray to the emergency room when she couldn’t reach Sierra. She told the ER staff that you were on a military training exercise, due back this evening luckily, and they called us as Gray’s next of kin.” My dad was clearly shook up. He wasn’t the most grandfatherly figure, but he loved his family so having Gray in the hospital was sure to worry him.

      “Tell me about Gray before you tell me anymore about Sierra. That bitch can rot in jail for all I care.” I knew I was being harsh, but I was worried sick about my baby.

      “I’m in complete agreement on that one,” Dad huffed. “Gray had been fussy for a couple days…”

      “A couple days? How long did the nanny have him?” I knew I was yelling, but I couldn’t believe Sierra had left him with the nanny for that long.

      “From what the nanny said, Sierra paid her for a week and took off. The first three weeks you were gone, the nanny was just there noon to midnight, Sierra was on duty from midnight until noon.”

      I raised an eyebrow at my dad. “You mean to tell me that Sierra was watching Grayson for twelve hours, and at least six to eight hours of that time was when he was asleep?”

      God, I hated myself for leaving my child with such a beast.

      “Jase, son, I think it was probably better for everyone involved. Gray loves that nanny you have, I’m pretty sure he was better taken care of with her than with Sierra.” Dad shook his head in disgust.

      I knew he was right. I just hated that Sierra was so worthless and that I’d been gone for so long. Now, my baby was in the hospital and my wife was in jail. Damn, what a fucked up situation.

      “Okay, so Gray wasn’t feeling well for a few days.”

      “So, the nanny says that overnight he got a fever. She tried to call Sierra but got no answer for a couple hours. She kept the fever down with OTC medication for a while, but then it got higher and Gray was inconsolable, so she brought him to the ER.” Dad laid a hand on my shoulder, “He’s okay, Jase, just a nasty double ear infection and strep throat. He was slightly dehydrated because he wasn’t drinking with his throat hurting so badly. They want to run one more bag of fluids through him, but they’re ready to send him home with medication for both the ear infection and strep. Doctors say he’ll be good as new within a day or two.”

      I sighed heavily as I leaned my head against the cool glass of the window. I almost wept in relief that Gray was okay. I wanted to give the nanny a bonus for her logical thinking, and I wanted to punch my fist through a wall I was so mad at Sierra.

      I knew her behaviors didn’t cause Gray to get sick, but I would never forgive her for leaving my son the way she did.

      By the time we reached the hospital, Sierra had been released. Dad explained the hospital had called the police when the nanny reported the mother had left and couldn’t be reached. She wasn’t being charged with anything, but the police officer who dropped her off at the hospital strongly advised her to be a more present mother figure in the future.

      After playing with Gray for about an hour, I let him fall asleep watching Sesame Street, and asked the nurse if there was somewhere private my family and I could speak. She directed us to the end of the hall after promising to come get me if Gray woke up.

      I all but dragged Sierra into the tiny little private waiting room.

      “What the fuck, Sierra!?” My voice boomed, and she winced, having the audacity to look like she was upset I was yelling.

      “Son, let’s keep this between us. Won’t do you any good to get security in here.” Dad gently touched my shoulder. Dad was always very cognizant of his reputation, hence his disgust for Sierra from the moment we married, and the very real reason I couldn’t let him know I had feelings for a man. I knew my wife would use the fact against me, but I needed her to be gone. If I played my cards right, I could get her to make herself look even worse, leave Gray and me alone, and then I could do some quick cover-up with my parents.

      “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t divorce your ass right this second, Sierra.” I was done with her threats and manipulation.

      She quirked an eyebrow, “Really, you’re going to go there, Jase? Okay, I’ll give you one very good reason.” Turning to my parents, Sierra donned a sickeningly sweet smile. “Mr. and Mrs. Rafferty, I know how much you’ve always prided yourself on your family and your morals. I found something out a while back that I tried to keep from you because I knew it would devastate you, but Jase now gives me no choice but to tell you.”

      She stopped and looked pointedly at me, like she wanted me to call her bluff.

      I folded my arms across my chest, glaring at her.

      Her expression faltered momentarily when she realized I wasn’t going to stop her. Shrugging, she flipped her attention back to my parents.

      “Jase is gay. He’s been having sexual relations with a former Army buddy since his last deployment. I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” Sierra dropped her bombshell and then turned a satisfied smile my way.

      My mother narrowed her eyes at her daughter-in-law, my father put his hands on his hips in a defensive posture. I knew this was a moment that would make or break me.

      “Jase? Jase, what’s she talking about?” My mother sounded confused. She was likely thinking about how she’d explain a gay son to her friends, coworkers, and church members. “Jase, please tell me this is just a bad joke.”

      “Son?” Dad’s voice was gruff. I knew he was already forming arguments to talk me out of it, words to shame me from my attraction to Bryan, and ways to defend himself, not me, against his friends, clients, and high-profile buddies.

      My mind raced to Bryan. I hadn’t spoken to him or had any contact with him for over a month. I could tell my parents the truth, but where would that leave me? A single father going through a divorce and custody battle with no family support and a former lover a thousand miles away? I needed to keep this secret for Gray, he needed me to keep it all together. I swallowed against the bitterness threatening in my throat. I’m sorry, Bryan, if things were different, I’d tell them the truth, but I have to think of Gray before I can think of myself or us.

      “Sierra is doing what she does best, lying.” I decided to keep it short and sweet, the less I defended, the better my chances.

      “Sierra, you left our baby with a nanny while you went off-grid to do who-the-hell-knows-what. Now he’s sick and in the hospital. My parents were called because you were unreachable. I come home from a required military training exercise to learn my wife is being questioned by the police while my son is hospitalized. And then you start throwing around false accusations? Very serious, harmful false accusations I might add. You’re a mess, Sierra. We’ve basically been over since this sham of a marriage began. If I have my choice, you won’t be in my house when I bring Gray home.”

      I turned to my parents. “Mom, Dad, I don’t think I can be in the same room with her any longer. I’m going to go spend time with Gray.”

      I spent the night by Gray’s side. Having a toddler in the hospital is exhausting; trying to sleep with a toddler in the hospital is even worse. My parents accompanied me home the next day to help Gray and me get resettled. He was already back to his usual toddler mischief, and I was glad to have my parents there to face whatever Sierra was ready to deal me.

      Walking into the house, the first thing I noticed was the mess. It looked like Sierra had gone on a rampage. She’d dumped every piece of my clothing and Gray’s on the floor while packing most of her own. Chairs were overturned in the kitchen, drawers were pulled out, the television knocked over, and a big fuck you was scrawled on the mirror.

      “Classy,” was all my dad could say before he and Mom started straightening up the mess. While Dad didn’t say it, I knew he was glad to know Sierra was hopefully out of my life. He’d spent a lot of time and energy trying to cover up the deplorable things she’d done during our time together. While the cover-ups were truly more to keep his reputation in place, I appreciated it.

      I settled Gray in his highchair with some juice and puffs before starting in on the kitchen. I saw the note as I was righting chairs.

      

      Jase,

      Fuck you, and fuck your parents. I’m leaving. I drained the bank account, so good luck with that. Maybe Daddy can help you until the next paycheck. Don’t you dare try to leave with my baby, I’ll charge you with kidnapping and get sole custody so fast you won’t know what hit you. I expect to still be able to get my money from the account every month, if you freeze my access I will find a lawyer and fight you for Gray. Oh, and you probably better get a new phone. I accidentally dropped yours in the sink. Say hi to your fuck buddy for me if you can even remember his number.

      Sierra

      

      I closed my eyes against the anger boiling through me. That bitch. When her ace in the hole didn’t work, she went for the jugular. She knew Gray was the only way she could threaten me after the ‘Jase is gay’ card she tried to play. I glanced in the sink only to find my phone submerged in the water and anchored down under a glass baking dish. Dropped it accidentally my ass.

      “Jase, about what Sierra said…” my dad’s voice trailed off.

      I dreamed of him saying something along the lines of ‘We love you and Gray no matter what, we just want you happy. You’re a great son, a fabulous father, and a strong soldier, it doesn’t matter who you love.’

      But, of course, that’s not at all what he said.

      “She was making that shit up, right? Just trying to get to you?” His voice was hopeful.

      “Yeah, Dad, she was just stirring her shit once again.” The truth sat in my stomach like a heavy, wet ball of clay. I wanted to tell them about Bryan. I wanted to run to Bryan, but I relied on my parents to help with Gray while I was on base, I couldn’t lose their support.

      “Good, good. Rafferty’s aren’t fags, right son? For a moment there I almost believed her disgusting lie. Damn good thing she was just trying to cause trouble, because there’s no way in hell I’d let my grandson be raised by a faggot. I’d already started thinking about how your mother and I would have to raise Gray if Sierra’s lie turned out to be true.” Dad clapped me on the shoulder, the tight squeeze a definite warning that shot through my veins and punctured my heart with his words. Just as I feared. I can never be with Bryan, I can’t lose my support system.

      Part of me argued, Maybe you and Bryan could be support for each other.

      But two young guys, raising a child, trying to make ends meet—no, it was too hard to even imagine. Plus, my career was the Army. I’d lived this long without a man—no, not just any man, Bryan, in my life; I could continue on without him.

      It wasn’t until later that night, once the mess was cleaned up, Gray was asleep, and my parents had gone home that I remembered I’d lost my one and only way to contact Bryan. After all I’d been through during those couple days, losing contact with Bryan felt like the biggest punch to the gut. I knew I could go searching for phone records and look him up, but what was I going to say? Hey, Bryan, I really like you, but there’s never going to be a chance for us, so let’s just text every so often and keep being miserable. No, I needed to let him go, let him find someone who could be out and open for him.
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      Five years later

      

      “Yeah, Dad, I’ll see what I can do.” I sat in my office, eyes gazing at the skyline of Indianapolis, as I half-heartedly listened to what my father was saying.

      My dad and I had repaired our relationship a little over the years. It had gotten pretty ugly when I’d come out to my parents in high school. Dad belittled me, told me I was a sinner, basically tried to shame me straight.

      My mom had pretty much taken his side at first, but she’d come around much quicker. Dad and I didn’t talk much for four or five years. I mean, we’d see each other at holidays and talk about superficial stuff, but there was always a barrier there. I knew he didn’t accept my sexuality, but it still hurt to feel like I’d lost the man who helped to raise me.

      But, finally, after more than fifteen years of Dad having the chance to ‘get used to the idea’ as my mom liked to call it, we’d started reconnecting a bit. He’d call me with financial planning questions, or he’d call just to chat. I could always tell when Mom was in the background prompting him with questions because he’d awkwardly ask, “So, you been seeing anyone?”

      I knew he squirmed a bit when I’d answer, “A few dates here and there,” but I never tried to rub it in. Maybe if I’d find someone I wanted to keep around for more than one or two nights, I’d be a little more interested in sharing my dating life with my parents. As it was, there was no reason to get Mom’s hopes up or make Dad nervous over a few lousy dates or semi-spectacular lays.

      Dad had called this time to see if I was coming home for the wedding of a childhood friend. I didn’t really want to head back down to Texas so soon. It wasn’t that I didn’t miss my parents, but I’d just been there for my brother’s wedding three months ago. With work swamped the way it was, I didn’t think I’d be able to break away again so soon. Plus, I didn’t want Dad to know this was a reason, but I’d planned to head to Gen Con the same week as the wedding. I really didn’t want to miss the convention.

      Leaving Jase all those years ago still haunted me. The happiness I felt with him, the contentedness, the feelings of forever, they still filled a large part of my heart. We’d stayed in touch for a while, but after about a year the calls and texts had stopped. I didn’t know what had happened, and it scared me, but I planned on keeping the plans we’d made before we lost touch. Even if just to honor what we’d had together.

      “Man, Gen Con sounds like an absolute blast. I wish Gray and I could meet up with you there.” Jase had spoken softly into the phone, keeping his voice low because Sierra was home.

      Ever since my first visit to Indy’s Gen Con, I’d been hooked. When I’d told Jase about it all those years ago, he’d made me smile with his imaginary plans for us to meet up there some time. We’d both known it was a long shot, but it was fun to talk about. And it gave me something to look forward to each and every year, even though I was sorely disappointed to leave another Gen Con each year with no contact with Jase and Gray. What did I expect? He’d just take a leave, pack up his kid, and drive away from his wife to hopefully run into me at a colossal gaming convention a thousand miles away? Yeah, right.

      But, I kept attending because I loved the convention, and even though I knew the chances of this being the year he came to Gen Con were slim to none, I wanted to hold up my end of the bargain anyway. Plus, I didn’t want to miss one of the biggest gaming conventions in the country. Gen Con was a sight to behold. And maybe this was the year Fate had big plans for me.

      Aside from a few dates I’d looked forward to, a promotion at work, reconnecting with Jase—Gen Con was something I looked forward to every single year. I knew the time leading up to the convention would be filled with anxious excitement for me.
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      I’d spoken with my newest date exactly one time. Braeton seemed like a nice guy; I didn’t get any weird vibes from our brief conversation. I knew he was attractive, at least his profile picture showed that he wasn’t hideous. We’d spoken just long enough to set up plans for dinner. I was looking forward to the date, but I wasn’t ecstatic. I’d been on so many first and second dates over the past five years, what would make me think this one would pan out any differently than the others. A nice dinner, decent conversation, likely some enjoyable sex. But then what? There was never that electricity, the spark, that I had with Jase.

      Jase. He haunted my memories. Why couldn’t I just meet an openly gay man, fall in love, and be happy? No, I had to fall for a closeted married man with a child who had no interest in other men, just me, but couldn’t risk telling his family because their homophobia would likely ruin his life with his son. The fact that he’d not tried to contact me even once over the years was a definite slap in the face.

      Yeah, well, have you tried contacting him? I hadn’t tried. I felt like it would just mess up his life, disrupt what he was working so hard to hide.

      Trying not to dwell on things I had no control of, I checked my ass in the mirror one last time before pulling on my newest favorite pair of boots. I knew the jeans looked good with the boots, and my graphic tee under the soft sweater was casual chic enough for the place we were going. Sweeping my hand through my artfully tousled hair, I grabbed my keys and headed out the door.

      One of the many reasons I loved living in downtown Indianapolis was that almost everything was within walking distance. I’d finally purchased a car so I could drive places if needed, but it sat parked most of the time because foot power was often cheaper and easier than maneuvering through traffic and finding a place to park.

      As I approached the little corner restaurant Braeton and I had agreed to, I found my eyes drawn to a very attractive man. Taller than my six foot by about two inches, his dark brown hair was long enough to run fingers through, but not so long as to look messy. He wore his dark wash jeans well, and I couldn’t help but admire the black ankle boots tucked under those jeans. A soft teal sweater clung to what promised to be a beautiful torso. When he turned to face me, I found myself smiling and looking more forward to a date than I had in years.

      “Bryan?” He stepped towards me.

      “Yeah, and you’re Braeton?” I reached out my hand to shake.

      “Good to meet you.” He let his hand hold mine a little longer than necessary, but I didn’t mind the soft warmth.

      “You too. I’ve got to say, your profile picture was nice, but you look even better in person. I find it doesn’t happen that way often.”

      We both laughed as we headed into the restaurant.

      “Right? Usually you’re expecting model material based on the profile picture and you end up with a guy about fifteen pounds heavier and ten years older than when that picture was taken. I figure if someone likes me based on that not-so-great photo, then it can only get better when they find out the real me is a bit better.”

      An hour or so later, food, wine, and dessert finished, Braeton took my hand. “Did you want to walk around? Hit a show? A bar?”

      I found myself thinking about what I really wanted to do, but I decided against asking him to warm my bed after just an hour of getting to know him.

      “Let’s walk. We’ll check out what’s going on down by the circle.” Paying our separate checks, we headed toward the very center of downtown Indianapolis. The chit-chat as we walked was enjoyable, but all I could think about was getting back to my place and getting Braeton in my bed. Did I feel a bit slutty thinking that? Yes. Did I mind? No.

      As we rounded the circle one last time, I saw a sign advertising the upcoming Gen Con. “Man, I can’t wait for Gen Con. I used to live in Texas, and I always wanted to make it to the convention, but I never got to until I moved up here. Now I go every year.” I nodded toward the sign.

      “Ah, yes, Gen Con. Orgasmic entertainment for the gaming geek in us all.” Braeton chuckled. “I don’t go every year, but I’ve been before and it’s an amazing experience. Even if a person isn’t into gaming, just people watching is worth the price of admission.”

      “Definitely. Are you going this year?” For some reason, it seemed like it could be fun to walk the halls of Gen Con with Braeton by my side. What if Jase shows up? I tamped down the little voice in my head. The chance of Jase showing up at Gen Con was about as good as a shark jumping the bank of the White River and attacking unsuspecting tourists in The Circle City.

      “Don’t know. I have to work, but I may see about going down for a while. I’ve got some buddies who will be there.” Braeton didn’t commit to anything, and I felt a little let down.

      “So, my place is just up a block, you want to come up for a drink? Or something?” Braeton’s eyes lit, and I felt my insides tingle at the mention of or something.

      “Yeah, sounds good.” I let him grab my hand and lead me to his place.

      “So, this is me. Second floor.”

      We walked into what looked to be an older apartment building, but upon closer inspection I saw that it was designed to look that way.

      “Awesome building.” I loved the feel of the place immediately.

      “Yeah, I like it.” Braeton pressed the elevator button. “The design drew me in. I like that it looks old but isn’t really old. Each floor of the apartment is designed to look like a different era. I’m on the 1930s, it’s pretty awesome. I purposely made a point to meet someone on each floor so I could get a good look at every floor design. I’m partial to mine though.”

      As I looked around, I tried to take in the designs and judge the era. “1920s down here?” I’d never been big on the history of design, but it had a very old Hollywood feel in the lobby.

      “Yep. Lobby is 20s, then it goes by decade up to the tenth floor.”

      Braeton turned to me as the elevator doors slid closed. Our bodies were suddenly pressed together, my back against the wall.

      “Let me know if I’m moving too fast…” his mouth whispered over mine mere seconds before it descended. His lips were soft, warm, and welcomed.

      Unfortunately, Braeton lived on the second floor which meant we had a very short ride. I chuckled when the car jolted to a stop and the doors slid open again.

      “Second floor doesn’t give much time for making out in the elevator.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I probably could have upped my make-out time if I’d picked the tenth floor, but I really didn’t like the futuristic design up there. Plus, I don’t make out with a lot of guys in elevators. In fact, I usually take the stairs, but getting you backed into that corner was something I’d been wanting to do all night.”

      He spoke as we walked down the 1930s inspired hallway, and I covertly attempted to adjust myself. Stopping at a door, his keys jangled as he let us in.

      “Let me pour some wine, and I’ll give you the thirty-second tour.”

      I trailed behind him, admiring his tall, lean build as he entered a clean, uncluttered kitchen. His apartment was putting mine to shame. I didn’t live in a hovel, but my place was sparsely decorated, and I tended to leave cleaning until the last moment possible.

      We sipped our wine as he showed me various aspects of his place, pointing out features that really drew him to the space. I knew the rent had to be a pretty penny, but I was too polite to inquire; I’d look it up once I was home.

      “So, at the risk of coming across presumptuous, cheesy, or loose, I’ve saved the bedroom as the cliché best for last part of the tour. Shall we?” Braeton took my glass along with his, placing them both gently on the coffee table before leading me into his room.

      With my heart beating in my chest, and points south definitely waking up and taking notice, I took just a moment to glance around his room. It felt as if I’d gone back in time to the photographs I’d seen of my great grandparents’ home before they’d updated and remodeled many of the rooms. The design was beautiful, and seemed right on point with the era.

      “Nice…” I began, but my voice trailed off when Braeton’s body pressed against my back and his breath whispered in my ear.

      “Mmm, yeah, this is nice.” He pressed a kiss to my neck. “Pretty sure I know the answer here, but you like top or bottom?” Braeton nipped at my ear, sending shivers along my skin.

      “Usually bottom, but I can be vers…” I let my words trail off. If he wanted to top, I’d be more than happy with that.

      “I’m more of a bottom, too, but I don’t mind trading off. Maybe this first time we can stick to just messing around. If there’s a next time, we’ll draw straws? Loser who draws the short straw gets to put his own straw…”

      I snorted, cutting Braeton’s crude comment off mid-sentence.

      “Sounds like a plan. Gotta tell you, though, you get me worked up and desperate enough, I’ll probably beg to top.” I was mostly joking, but at that point my body was throbbing hot and I would have done almost anything to get our bodies together.

      “Glad to know I’d be worth it if you were desperate enough.” Braeton’s lips smiled against mine as he teased me.

      “You know what I mean. It’s not a total deal-breaker for me, but trading off would probably be a good plan.”

      “So hard to find a good top these days.” Braeton laughed after his exaggerated sigh.

      “So very, very true.” I agreed whole-heartedly.

      “No worries about that tonight. As long as I get you naked and my mouth on you, we’ll be just fine.”

      In no time, we were completely naked, stretched out on the large king-size bed. I didn’t really claim a body-type preference in the guys I dated, but I couldn’t complain about the very fine body on display before me at that moment.

      Long, lean, smooth…Braeton was definitely a looker.

      Not as muscular as Jase. Not nearly as much thick, dark hair.

      I had to stop thinking about Jase, and comparing every guy to him.

      As if to prove a point to myself and the universe, I quickly lowered my head, wrapping my lips around Braeton’s impressive length. His immediate hiss reminded me of the many reasons I loved to give head. I knew I could have him shouting his release within moments, but he maneuvered me so he could return the favor.

      The warm heat of this mouth was welcome. Watching as my length thrust between his lips made my heart race faster. But that longer, lighter brown hair wasn’t the same as the buzzed off, black hair I dreamed of night after night.

      “Damn it.” Why the fuck couldn’t I get Jase out of my head. Braeton seems like a great guy, he sucks dick like a pro, he’s here, he’s willing, he’s…not Jase.

      “Everything okay?” Braeton popped off my dick and settled in to face me, both of us on our sides.

      Shit, I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      Leaning in to capture his mouth, I nipped lightly at his bottom lip. “Yeah, just really good, and I didn’t want it to be over yet.”

      “Mmmm, we’ve got time. Let’s enjoy Round One, then we can rest before Round Two.” He reached down to grip me alongside his own cock.

      “I like the way you think…” I trailed off because I’d lost my train of thought as he rocked our lengths together in his masterful fist.

      Rolling to the side of the bed, Braeton grabbed a bottle of lube. “Round One begins now…let’s get ready to rumble.” He spoke in his best announcer voice and wagged his brows at me.
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      An hour or so later, I slowly came to while reveling in the delicious heat wrapped around me. Braeton held me from behind.

      Sensing I was awake, he kissed my neck. “Let’s go shower. Round Two can wait a bit.”

      “Or Round Two can be set in the shower with Round Three waiting until later.” I smirked at him.

      The shower was a slow, sensual event. I marveled at the brand new fixtures and features which were designed as almost perfect replicas of a 1930s bathroom. By the time we emerged from the fragrant, steamy bathroom, I wasn’t sure my body was capable of a Round Three. But I was willing to give it a damn good effort.

      Settling back into his bed, Braeton traced a finger along my arm.

      “So, investment banking, huh? That’s pretty impressive.” Braeton had a way of speaking that made one feel like he was joking and sophisticated and your best buddy all at once.

      “Yeah, I like it. I’ve always liked financial stuff, watching money grow, saving and increasing a small amount into something bigger and better. And, I’m a risk taker in a lot of ways, so I don’t mind going out on a limb with some financial decisions. I help my clients save and grow their money; if they’re risk takers like me, I help them take promising risks.”

      I truly did love my job. I wasn’t as high up in the company as I wanted to be. Yet. But I was making good money, getting promotions, and getting my name in with the higher ups. I felt like I could make a career of this job for sure.

      “And you? You’re a hair stylist, right? Where do you work? Maybe I can have you do my hair.” I wasn’t usually too particular about who cut my hair. As long as it wasn’t hanging in my eyes and I could style it up a bit, I was happy.

      “I work at Posh. I’d be glad to cut your hair. Maybe here or at your place?” Braeton seemed a little hesitant.

      “What? Am I not good enough to set foot in your salon?” I was teasing, but I was feeling slightly offended.

      “No, it’s not that. We just don’t take walk-ins, and most of our new clients are on waitlists of six to twelve months for an appointment.”

      “Are you shitting me? Wow, are you really that good?”

      “Eh, I’m good, but probably not as good as the pretentiousness of the salon would have you believe. We charge way too much for services, but clients like being able to say they got their hair or nails done at Posh. And having snooty, pretentious clientele means I get fabulous tips, so it’s worth it. And I get to pretty much make my own schedule since I’ve been there for quite a while. I’m happy with what I’m doing.”

      “That’s great.” I linked my fingers with his. “So, I see two attractive men, with good jobs, satisfied with where they are at the moment…seems like we’ve got it going on.” I joked with him as he nipped my shoulder.

      “Yeah, only one thing missing.”

      When I raised my brow, he continued.

      “Coming home to someone. A committed relationship. Something meaningful. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to trap you into something if you’re not looking for that—I just meant for me, that’s something I want.”

      “No, I hear you, I want that too. It’s just hard to find it, huh?”

      “Mmm…maybe sometimes it’s laid out right in front of you, naked in your bed.”

      I sensed Braeton was trying to make a joke out of the seriousness of what he’d said.

      Could I see myself with Braeton long term? Sure. But making that type of statement or commitment after one date and some great sex was fast even for me. But, that didn’t mean I was against sticking to it and seeing where it went. Braeton and I were the most compatible match I’d seen in several years.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” His eyes clouded a bit.

      At my nod, he continued, “Who is Jase?”

      I felt a zing travel through my body. “What do you mean?”

      “When you were sleeping, you called out for Jase two or three times. Who is he?” Braeton didn’t appear to be the jealous, needy type, but I wanted to tread carefully upon our newly hatched relationship.

      “Do you have a while?” When he nodded, I began, “Jase and I were in the Army at the same time. We went on a couple deployments together. About six years ago, as our final deployment together was coming to an end, we finally hooked up. Then I left the Army and he went on to further his military career. A year later, we had a chance encounter at a wedding where I ran into him with his wife and baby.”

      At Braeton’s questioning look, I explained, “Jase was married the whole time we were in the Army together. It was never a good marriage. He’d experimented with some guys before, but wouldn’t admit he was gay or bi. When we went our separate ways, I assumed he was getting a divorce because that’s what he thought was happening. Seems she had other ideas. She crawled back to him, shockingly pregnant, and basically lived the high life from his hard work. Anyway, we enjoyed reconnecting during those days leading up to the wedding, and I fell in love with his baby boy. We kept in touch for about a year after that, but he went on a month-long training mission, and I never heard from him again.”

      “Oh my, God, did he get hurt or die?” Braeton tightened his grip on me.

      “I don’t know. I think I would have heard from old Army buddies if that had happened. But, we lost touch, and I haven’t talked to him in almost five years or seen him in six.”

      “You haven’t searched for him, tried to contact him?” Braeton questioned.

      “No. I figured if he wanted something to do with me he would look me up. I don’t want to disrupt his life. It would be different if he was able or willing to come out, but he’s not, so I had to let it go.” I shrugged to hide the pain.

      “But you aren’t over him.” Braeton’s words were a statement, not a question.

      “Doesn’t matter. He’s in Oklahoma, married, with a child. He’ll never come out to his parents.” My heart hurt thinking about Jase.

      “If he was here, no longer married, and said he wanted you, what would you do?” Braeton wasn’t being testy or mean, it was a genuine question.

      “Honestly, it’s hard to answer because it seems so far-fetched. I guess I’d have to give it a chance.” I wouldn’t even let my heart think about how much I wanted to be able to give Jase and me a chance. “Do you have anyone like that in your life? One you’d absolutely have to give a chance if it ever came right down to it?”

      “Yeah, yeah I do, so I understand.” Braeton sighed before kissing me deeply.

      “Listen, the chances of any of what we just talked about actually happening are about as good as my chances of winning the lottery, so let’s not worry about it. Let’s enjoy our time together, try some second and third dates, and see where this goes. Okay?” I looked into his eyes, hopeful he’d agree with me.

      “Okay, I’m game. But, if Jase ever shows up, know that I understand the need to give him a chance.”
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      “Jase, son, are you sure this is what you want to do?” My father’s eyes held concern, but I wasn’t sure if the concern was more for me or his reputation. Dad enjoyed having a son in the military so he could boast to his buddies about the family’s service and sacrifice.

      “Yeah, Dad, I’m sure.” We’d been over this about a thousand times over the past few years.

      “You always said you wanted to spend your life serving your country, I just don’t want to see you throw that away.” I had to believe that Dad truly did want what was best for me, but ever since Sierra made her accusations, Dad and I had more of a strained relationship.

      “Dad, a lot changed when Grayson was born. I love the Army, and it’s been really good to me, but I have my son to consider now.” Ever since Sierra had come back and dropped yet another bombshell on our family, I’d known I would be leaving my military service when my time was up the next time.

      “Jase, you know your mother and I would be happy to help with Gray if you want to stay in. We could work out housing and a schedule…” Dad trailed off when I turned towards him. Lifting his hands in surrender, he chuckled, “Okay, okay, I get it, you’re really leaving the Army.”

      “Dad, Sierra divorcing me and signing away her rights to Gray was the best thing that ever happened to me and my son. But, I need to be here for him. I don’t want to be away from him on deployments. I don’t want to leave him with you guys for months and years at a time. I’ve served my time. I’m highly skilled and qualified for several civilian jobs. I want to commit my time to my son.” I slapped him on the shoulder. “Plus, don’t tell me you and Mom aren’t at least sort of looking forward to moving down to Florida to hang out with your retired friends.”

      Dad laughed. “Yeah, I will say we are looking forward to that. But we’ll miss you and Gray. Don’t think you can keep us from visiting, Mom wouldn’t settle for that.” My parents had always been helpful with Gray, but he’d never really developed a strong attachment to them. He liked spending time with them, but I think he always sensed my parents didn’t like messes or loud noises or dirty shoes, all things a kid is going to have. To be honest, I think my parents loved Gray and me, but I think a large part of that love was because it was expected and could be shown to their friends to look good.

      “No way. As soon as Gray and I get settled, I’ll give you our info.”

      “Have you heard back from any of your leads on jobs?” Dad’s frown told me how much he didn’t agree with the way I was going about the job search.

      “I have a couple phone interviews set up for this week. I’m hoping to have something in place within the next month. Then Gray and I will hit the road. I’m looking forward to this, Dad, it’s like an adventure for my son and me. That little man is a really cool person; I love spending time with him. We’re going to travel and bond and explore and have fun on our way to wherever life takes us next.”

      I didn’t mention to Dad that the majority of resumes I’d sent out and applications I’d completed went to Indiana. I wasn’t going to talk to Gray about Indiana until Mom and Dad left for Florida. I didn’t want Gray to inadvertently mention “Daddy’s friend, Bryan” and set my parents’ radar off.

      After Sierra left for good, I’d felt a huge sense of relief, but then I started to feel restless. Every thought I had was of Bryan. What was he doing? Who was he dating? Was he happy? When I decided not to stay in the Army, a seed of an idea began to sprout in my head. It was somewhat risky, definitely crazy, and could blow up in my face, but since I’d made the decision to take Gray to Indiana, find a job, and find Bryan, I hadn’t been able to think of much else.

      The day of leaving the Army had finally come. Mom and Dad came over early that morning to help me load a storage shed and clean up the house. They were heading to Florida straight from the hotel Gray and I were staying at for a few days.

      “Well, your mom and I aren’t thrilled with your impulsivity in this situation, but we know you’d never do anything to hurt Gray, so we’re going to just have to trust your choices.” Dad slapped me on the back and went off to find Mom and Gray.

      After several hugs, kisses, and promises to visit, my parents backed their Cadillac away from the curb and headed on their way.

      Gray and I stood there waving, watching them leave.

      “So, does our adventure begin now, Daddy?” Gray turned his huge, sparkling blue eyes my way, and smiled in the way only an excited little boy could.

      “It sure does. Let’s eat some supper and make our plans.”

      I held his little hand as we walked to the little diner down the street from our hotel. Memories of a breakfast so very long ago filled my mind. I wanted more than just those memories.
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      Gray and I had enjoyed dinner and ice cream before I plopped him in the bathtub. Almost an hour later, my soft, warm, sleepy son was curled up next to me in the bed. I had the television on very low for a little light, but he fell asleep almost immediately.

      Glancing away from the computer screen propped on my lap, I watched my little man sleep. He’d been subjected to a really crappy mother in his first couple years, but he showed very little scars from Sierra’s lack of involvement in his life. Over the past few years since Sierra had shown up with her new sugar daddy, enough bling to blind me, divorce papers, and papers saying she was relinquishing all parental responsibility of Gray, I had worked doubly hard to be sure Gray never lacked for anything just because his mom wasn’t in the picture. I had a great nanny, neighbors who helped me when needed, and my own parents available to watch him while I worked. I couldn’t help but be relieved and proud of the way my little boy was growing up.

      But I had to get us somewhere we could settle in. Gray would be starting school in the coming year, and I wanted us to be somewhere solid so we weren’t moving around a lot. I realized that I could easily take a job elsewhere, but my heart had been set on Indiana ever since the idea hatched in my mind. Hell, if I were being honest, Indiana had been in my heart since the last kiss I shared with Bryan all those years ago.

      Damn, Rafferty, this could go so very badly. What if he’s not in Indiana, he’s with someone serious, he can’t forgive you for losing all contact…so many things could go wrong. You don’t even know how to find him. And once you do, then what? ‘Hey, Bryan, I’m still not ready to tell my parents I’m gay, but how about you drop your life and fit me and my son in.’ Yeah, this could go very, very badly.

      I sighed, rubbing a hand over my tired face.

      Clicking on one tab, I read through the information about Gen Con once more. I’d wanted to go to the gaming convention ever since Bryan told me about it. It looked like something where Grayson and I would have a lot fun. And it was likely my best chance at running into Bryan.

      It’s one of the largest gaming conventions in the country, Rafferty. Can you say needle in a haystack? But it was my best chance. If we didn’t find him, I’d start searching investment banking firms in hopes that Bryan had stuck with the job he used to talk about wanting to have.

      Clicking on the other tab, I glanced through my emails quickly. My heart all but stopped when I saw a message from Indianapolis Helicopter Emergency Management Services (HEMS). I opened the message and felt my heart buoy. They wanted to meet with me. I’d known my previous helicopter experience would be a positive when applying for this job, but I hadn’t let myself get my hopes up too high. More than anything, I wanted to be with my son and Bryan, but if I could still fly helicopters, I’d feel like I’d been blessed indeed.

      I shot off a reply to let them know I’d be in Indianapolis early the next week, clicked to the rental truck site, made the necessary arrangements, and settled in to sleep next to Gray.

      I was facing a complete unknown moving to a new place, but I had a job opportunity, I had my son, and I’d hopefully soon have Bryan as well. I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt such excitement and hope.
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      Indianapolis was a beautiful city. And I wasn’t just saying that because I was the newest pilot on the Indy HEMS team. I’d arranged to start the job in one month, asking for that much time to get moved in and arrange childcare for Gray when I was working.

      I was beyond excited, but I really did enjoy the new city Gray and I were discovering together. We’d already been to the Children’s Museum and the zoo, both of which were very nice and on our list of repeat recreation locations. I’d booked us a room near the convention center so we could have easy access to Gen Con, but we’d been exploring housing options most of the day.

      “Daddy, I’m tired of looking at places to live. Can we eat and swim at the hotel?” Gray was definitely beginning to wear down.

      “Sure thing, buddy. I’m actually tired of looking at housing options, too. Let’s get some food and take a dip in that awesome pool.”

      Later that night, as Gray watched a cartoon on TV, I went over the map and schedule for Gen Con.

      “You excited about Gen Con?” I’d been talking up the convention for a while.

      “Yes! Can I wear my Cthulhu hat?” Gray’s eyes were sleepy, but still held excitement. I was glad to see he was pumped about going, I didn’t want this wild goose chase to be something that brought my son down.

      “You sure can. And maybe we’ll run into daddy’s friend, Bryan at Gen Con. I know he’d be so excited to see you, he really fell in love with you when you were a tiny baby.” I brushed Gray’s hair from his face.

      “I want to see Bryan. Do you think he knows we’re coming?” I’d shown Gray the one and only picture I had of Bryan and me from our last deployment, and I talked about him as much as I possibly could without seeming like I talked about him too much.

      Gray knew Bryan was a close friend. I had yet to broach the subject of Daddy liking to kiss Bryan. Find Bryan first. If he’s single and available, then you can ease Gray into it slowly. No reason to tell him now, because if Bryan’s not available, you won’t be kissing any other guys around Gray anyway.

      I’d tried to date a few women after Sierra served me with divorce papers and left Gray and me for good, but none of the dates had ever felt right. Gray had never really seen me kiss Sierra or any other woman, so I wasn’t sure if explaining kissing was going to be a problem or if explaining why I wanted to kiss another man would be the issue.

      Baby steps, Rafferty.

      When Gray finally conked out, I tucked him in and then set about laying out our clothes for the convention the next day. I chuckled as I put his Cthulhu hat next to his pants and shirt. Bryan was a huge fan, even sporting a Cthulhu tattoo, so I’d bought the hat for Gray sort of as a joke, but he’d fallen in love with the darn thing and was super excited to wear it at Gen Con. If we ran into Bryan, I was sure he would highly approve.

      As I settled into bed, trying to pull some of the blankets away from my little bed hog, I briefly let myself imagine how great it would be if I found Bryan. I knew it was a complete long shot, but I couldn’t help but think about the words Bryan had said all those years ago, “If we’re meant to have more time later on down the road, it will happen.”

      I went to sleep excited to see if what I remembered Bryan and I having was going to turn out as something meant to be.
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      The Indianapolis Convention Center was a sight to behold when it was decked out for Gen Con. Gray and I spent about fifteen minutes just watching people walking on the sidewalk. Storm troopers, Marvel characters, video game characters, pretty much if you could name it, we saw it.

      My hope was to run into Bryan at the main entrance. But after about an hour of watching face after face walk through the doors, I knew I was out of luck and time. Gray was bored and ready to go explore the convention.

      “Come on, Dad, I want to go see the exhibits.”

      He pulled on my hand, and I reluctantly walked away from the main entrance. I’d known deep down that finding Bryan at Gen Con was pretty much a wild goose chase, but that didn’t help tamp down my disappointment. Did you seriously think you’d just see him walk through the main doors among hundreds upon hundreds of people? Yeah. Yeah, I guess that was what I’d been hoping.

      Two hours later, Gray and I had seen quite a bit of the exhibits, but we’d added some to our list so we could go back and explore them more. Gen Con was definitely not something you just popped into, unless you were mainly there to just people watch. I learned quickly how it could take some people four whole days to see it all. With a child in tow, we were just hitting the parts that interested us the most.

      “Daddy, is it lunch time yet? I’m hungry.”

      I checked my watch. It wasn’t exactly lunch time yet, but we’d eaten fairly early, and I figured we could beat some lunch time lines if we got some food now. Hoping I could find somewhere within walking distance that would have a decent kid’s menu, we exited the Convention Center. Once I located us on the map, I quickly decided that TGI Fridays would be our lunch destination for the day. Gray always ate well pretty much anywhere we went, but I could likely get some vegetables in him if we sat down and relaxed at a place like Fridays.

      “Okay, bud, let’s head over to Fridays. We’ll eat an early lunch, then we can get a snack later at the convention center if we’re hungry.” I took Gray’s hand and we crossed West Street.

      I felt like every face I saw could have been Bryan’s. I was a bundle of nerves watching each person I walked past, scanning face after face in hopes of seeing the man I longed to find. But if one of the faces did turn out to be Bryan? Then what?
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      Heading back into the convention, Gray noticed a large crowd at one booth.

      “Dad, what’s that? Why are all those people over there?” He pulled my hand towards the group.

      As we got closer to the crowd, I realized it was a Warhammer exhibit. My heart warmed as I recalled the hours Bryan and I spent playing the game while we were deployed. There were nights we didn’t sleep until sunup because our games lasted so long.

      In those days, we hadn’t hooked up yet, but I definitely remembered offering some heavy flirting throughout the night. In retrospect, I wasn’t really very fair to Bryan. I would flirt mercilessly, but then act like nothing was between us. I probably almost gave the guy whiplash with the way I ran hot and cold.

      If I could get another chance with him, if fate brought us back together, I wanted an opportunity to show him I could be what he needed. At least, I thought I could.

      Fuck, I was so messed up over this guy. I wanted him, I wanted to be in his life, but could I really come out and be a gay man with a boyfriend and son? Was I doing the right thing dragging my son into what could become a messy situation? The father side of me was at war with the man side of me, could they come to a peaceful resolution? I needed to find Bryan before I could answer any of those questions.

      I couldn’t explain the feeling I had deep in the pit of my soul, but I believed Bryan and I were meant to be, and I would find him that day.
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      It was the damnedest thing, but I was convinced Jase was at Gen Con that day. Through stubbornness, messed up feelings, and life getting in the way, Jase and I hadn’t had contact in several years. But, for some reason, I had it deep in my heart that he and Gray would show up at Gen Con this year. Maybe it was just crazy wishful thinking on my part, but I definitely kept my eyes peeled for dads with their young sons.

      “Hey there, sexy.”

      The voice behind me gave me shivers, but I knew it wasn’t Jase.

      “Braeton, hi. You made it down, how are you?” I gave him a hug.

      Braeton and I had been on a couple more dates after our successful first date. He was a lot of fun to spend time with, the sex was a few notches above good, and I felt like he was a true friend.

      But there was always that lingering thought nagging at my mind. He’s not Jase.

      No, Braeton and Jase were almost complete opposites. Braeton was very much out, soft spoken, and—I wasn’t sure exactly how to describe him—sophisticated?

      Jase was very much in the closet…at least he was last time I’d seen him, maybe he’d come out and met someone? My heart stuttered at the thought. Jase was also outspoken and very much a regular tough guy. I’d never seen him wear his heart on his sleeve…until Grayson came along.

      “Yeah, I took a day off work to come hang with a group of friends who have a booth here this year.”

      Braeton didn’t completely let me go after the hug should have ended, his hand ran down my arm and found my hand. I didn’t mind his touch.

      What about Jase?

      What about Jase? I can hold hands with a friend. And I knew the chances of finding Jase in the sea of people around me were slim to none. Even though my heart held out hope.

      “Oh, yeah? What type of exhibit?” We began to walk.

      “They have something with Warhammer. Pretty much just people popping in and out to play the game, trade the pieces, buy some figures, that kind of thing. Want to go see it?” He pulled my hand gently.

      “Sure, I was just randomly checking out exhibits, but I love Warhammer so let’s check it out.” I adjusted my Cthulhu knit hat on my head. I didn’t go all out with the costumes like a lot of the attendees, but I’d been wearing my favorite dark entity shirt and cap to the convention the last few years. Had to fit in with the other Gen Con geeks.

      We bypassed the throng of people standing in line to get to the Warhammer booth, and entered through the back. Definitely paid to have friends as exhibitors.

      “Hey guys, this is Bryan. Bryan these are some guys I went to school with.” He rattled off names I’d likely never remember, and I smiled at them all.

      “Have a seat guys, this round is almost over, the new one starts in a few minutes, you can join in then if you’d like.” One of Braeton’s friends—Tom?—gestured to some empty chairs around the booth.

      “Not me, you guys know I’m not into the Warhammer stuff.” Braeton rolled his eyes.

      “Bryan, what about you?”

      “Love the game, but I don’t think I’ll join in this time. I’d love to watch for a while though.”

      An hour or so later, I was having a great time watching some really good gaming, but I also wanted to get up, stretch my legs, and find something to eat.

      “Hey, I’m going to take a break. You going to stay here a while?” I stood while speaking to Braeton.

      “Yeah, I’ll probably be in and out of this booth all day. Come back if you get bored. If I don’t see you, give me a call and we’ll set up something for later in the week.” Braeton took me to the back of the booth, holding my hand and landing a light kiss on my cheek. My heart warmed. What would it be like to be in a committed relationship with a man like Braeton? Likely a lot less drama than with someone like Jase. Then why did my heart and head bring up Jase every time I felt a pull toward Braeton?

      As I walked from the booth, I felt a little guilty passing the line of people who were still waiting to get their chance at the exhibit. Deciding on a quick snack, I headed toward the concessions.

      Two things happened at once, and it was like I was watching from the outside looking in. A scuffle, disturbance, something behind me registered in my mind, just as I heard Braeton call my name. I stopped in my tracks, not so much because of Braeton, but because I felt like I was being forced to a stop by some invisible magnetic field. Sounds stupid, sounds impossible, I know, but that’s the way it felt.

      When I turned around, I saw Braeton in my peripheral vision, but right in front of me was a little boy. Braeton stopped when he saw me looking down at the small child.

      “I like your Cthulhu hat. I’ve seen a lot of people wearing them today, but yours matches mine.” The boy looked down shyly before speaking again, “Is your name Bryan?”

      As his quiet question floated around in my head, I dropped to my knees, right there among hundreds of convention-goers, and for the first time I noticed his eyes. Bright, icy blue; eyes I knew in my heart. Just like his father’s. Just like Jase’s eyes.

      Forcing myself to breathe, I nodded, “Yeah, my name is Bryan, is your name Grayson by any chance?”

      Before the child had a chance to answer, Jase came running toward us, panic written all over his face. The conversation between Gray and me maybe lasted thirty-seconds, but it was evident on Jase’s face that it had seemed like an eternity since Gray had walked away from him.

      “Gray!” Jase spoke loudly, but then stopped short when he saw me.

      “That’s my dad, he’s your friend, right? We wanted to run into you at Gen Con.” Gray gripped my hand much like he had done when he was an infant.

      Jase stood stock still as Gray pulled me over to his father.

      “Dad, look who I found! He’s the first person I’ve seen with a purple Cthulhu hat so I wanted to tell him I liked it. It’s your friend, Bryan.”

      Jase immediately pulled Gray to his side. “I love that you found our friend, but please don’t ever walk away from me in a big crowd like this. I was scared when I couldn’t get to you as quickly as I needed to.”

      Then Jase looked at me, and the years we’d been apart vanished.

      We both took a step forward, and Jase pulled me into a tight hug. “Keating, good to see you, man. Really good.”

      With that one hug, it was like Jase and I had only been apart a day or so, not years. His scent registered in my mind, filling me with memories of us.

      Trying not to let my voice crack, I spoke softly, “Really good to see you again too, Rafferty.”

      Before either of us had a chance to speak again, a throat clearing softly to my side broke the moment.

      Braeton stood there, awkwardly, blushing slightly. “Sorry to interrupt. Bryan, I meant to give this to you earlier. You, um, left it at my place the other night.”

      He handed me a lone sock. I recalled dressing in the dark one morning, pulling on gym socks with my sweats, and gathering up my clothes from the night before. Guess I missed the sock.

      “Oh, um, yeah. Thanks.” I took the sock and stuffed it in my pocket.

      Glancing swiftly at Jase to see what he was making of the interaction between Braeton and me, I noticed his jaw clench before he spoke.

      “Man, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Gray and I had just hoped to run into you this weekend. We’ll let you get back to, um, your friend.” Jase reached for Gray’s hand, his eyes lingering just a bit too long on me.

      “No! Wait…I mean…” I tried to figure out a graceful way of navigating this situation.

      “Jase, this is my friend, Braeton. And, Braeton, this is my friend, Jase.” I made the introductions. “And this little man is my buddy, Grayson.” I gave Gray a fist bump.

      “Ahhh, makes sense now.” Braeton smiled genuinely as he hugged me lightly. “I meant what I said the other night. I understand about giving things a chance.”

      Braeton turned a good-natured smile toward Jase and shook his hand. “Good to meet you, Jase. Sounds like you and Bry have a lot of catching up to do. I’ll leave you to it.” He leaned in and whispered—I wasn’t sure if I was meant to hear what he said or not—“If you hurt him, I’ll be waiting here to pick up every damn piece of his heart.”

      Jase swallowed visibly and nodded.

      “And, very nice to meet you, Gray. Love the hat. You and Bryan have great taste.”

      Braeton turned to me once more. “You know where to find me if necessary. We don’t have to be strangers even if we can’t be…whatever…”

      I leaned in to hug Braeton again, knowing it had to be hard on him to basically hand over whatever we may or may not have had.

      And then we were alone. Well, as alone as two men can be with a small child and several hundred people milling about.
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      “So, let’s head to the family area so Gray can play for a bit.” I pointed toward the family area. It was large, but at least we could keep Gray in a closer area while we hopefully talked.

      “Yeah, that’s good. Come on, Gray.” Jase kept hold of his son’s hand as we walked.

      We settled into a pattern of standing just outside of whatever area Gray found to entertain himself. We’d talk while Gray played. When he moved, we moved.

      “It’s so seriously surreal that we’re standing here together right now, man.” I kept looking at Jase like he was going to disappear any moment.

      “I know, it really is. After all these years and no contact, I didn’t think there was much chance of stumbling upon you here, but I had to try.” Jase kept his eyes on Gray, but spoke softly to me.

      I wanted to grab him into another hug, but reeled myself in.

      “How long are you in town? I really want to hear about all that’s gone on these last several years.” I hoped he and Gray wouldn’t have to leave soon.

      “Well, we’re pretty much here to stay.” Jase looked a little sheepish.

      “What? Are you shittin’ me? You moved up here?” I knew I was talking too loud, but I couldn’t help it. “You’re not joking are you?”

      “Nope, I’m going to be working for Indianapolis HEMS flying their birds starting next month. I’ve got a shit-ton of work to do finding us a place to stay and getting childcare lined up for Gray, but we’re here for good.” Jase smiled hopefully at me.

      “Well, you’re going to stay with me at least for now, no question about that. And, I may have the perfect solution for childcare. But, let’s take it one step at a time. Where are you guys staying right now?” My heart was about to beat out of my chest. I wanted, needed, to hear Jase’s story. As much as I loved Gen Con, it became a blur around me as I watched Jase.

      “We’ve got a room for tonight in one of the hotels close by. Gray loves having the pool to swim in. After tonight, I figured we’d get somewhere a little cheaper to stay until I could pin down housing.”

      “Well, like I said, housing isn’t a problem. I’ve got the room for you both. That will save you money until you find a place.” I blushed. “Or, you can stay indefinitely.”

      Looking around to make sure he knew where Gray was, Jase smiled slightly. “We’d love to stay with you for a while at least. Thank you.” He reached up and pulled one of the tentacles on my hat. “You look ridiculous by the way.”

      My heart flip-flopped at his wink. “Hey, don’t go hating on the dark one. After all, if it wasn’t for this ridiculous hat, Gray wouldn’t have found me.”

      “Good point.” Jase looked at his watch. “So, um, we planned on coming back tomorrow. Any chance you’d want to get out of here so we could talk some more?”

      “God, yes. Let’s go. We can sit by the pool while Gray swims, then get pizza or something.” As I waited on Jase to gather Gray, I realized getting any time alone with him this time around was going to be a lot harder than it was all those years ago.
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      Holy shit, this was obviously a dream. Or a nightmare. What if the last real thing was Grayson bolting out of line, and now I was in some sort of alternate universe while the medics sedated me because I was so distraught over my son being lost at Gen Con?

      But, no, I felt Gray’s warm little hand in mine as we walked through the hotel lobby, and felt Bryan’s very real presence with every fiber of my being as we traveled to the room.

      My son and I had really trekked a thousand miles on what should have been a wild goose chase only to actually find the one man I hadn’t been able to get off my mind since the first time our lips met, and maybe even before that. Fate was shining down on me, but would I be able to live up to her expectations for Bryan and me?

      Baby steps.

      Deep breaths.

      Key card.

      What? Oh, yeah, key card. I jolted from my train of thought to find the three of us just standing outside of the room. Grayson peered up at me, and Bryan smirked as if he knew how flustered the whole scenario had me.

      This was exactly what I’d wanted. But now what? How the hell would we proceed? What if Bryan had given up on me, on us?

      “Hey, Rafferty?”

      Bryan’s whisper was hot on my ear.

      “Yeah?” I barely choked out my response.

      “I’m really happy you’re here. Stop analyzing everything, just open the damn door.”

      A shiver went through my body as he spoke. Opening the door, I ushered Gray into the room and helped him find his swim trunks.

      “You want to swim or just sit and watch Gray?” I indicated a second pair of trunks I could loan Bryan. They wouldn’t fit perfectly, but they’d do in a pinch.

      “Um, yeah, I’m thinking it would be best to keep as much clothing as possible between us for the time being. You know, public pool, child, all that.” He winked at me as he spoke lowly, keeping his words out of Gray’s earshot.

      Once Gray was dressed in his trunks we grabbed towels and headed to the pool.

      My son was a fish and would spend several hours swimming if we had the time. Luckily, it didn’t seem like any of us had anything pressing to attend to, so Gray would have as much water time as he wanted.

      “I’m going to go ahead and order some pizza. Swimming brings out the ravenous beast in Gray, so it’s best to have the food ready and waiting when he emerges from the water.” I pulled up pizza delivery on my phone. Once I’d ordered a couple pizzas and soda, I sat back in the chair and just stared at Bryan.

      His blush warmed my heart. When he smirked and turned away from me I had to physically grip the chair to keep from bounding out of it to pull him close to me.

      “Ahh, a sauna. Do you know how many fantasies I had involving you, me, and a sauna?” Bryan broke the silence and I couldn’t help but laugh at his topic of choice.

      “Sauna fantasies, huh? You’ll have to share those someday.” My knee purposely bumped into his.

      “Maybe. Or I could just show you.” There was a teasing heat behind his words, and I very much wanted to take him up on the offer.

      “First chance we get, count on it, Keating.”

      “Hey, Bryan! Daddy! Watch me!” Gray had run to the diving board and was bouncing like he had a built in pogo stick.

      “Go for it, bud!”

      The splash from his jump was just a couple inches short of soaking us.

      “Perfect ten!” Bryan gave him two thumbs up when his little head broke the water’s surface.

      Gray had already busied himself with traveling the perimeter of the pool, pulling himself along with his arms as he bobbed up and down in the water.

      “I seriously can’t believe you’re here.”

      Bryan’s eyes were warm, his smile easy. His knee bumped mine, but stayed close so I could feel the heat of his leg through my jeans. I felt my heart stutter.

      “Want to tell me how you and Gray ended up in Indiana?”

      “It’s long and not all that exciting.”

      His leg rubbed against mine again. “I’ve got time.” He pulled his chair closer to mine, so we were practically shoulder-to-shoulder.

      Before I began, Bryan knocked me from my axis with his whispered words, “Just so you know, I respect the fact that you have a son, so I won’t ever put you in a bad situation in regard to what he should or shouldn’t hear or see. But just keep it in that sexy head of yours that if we were alone, we’d save the talking for later and you’d be so far up my ass neither of us would be able to walk tomorrow.”

      I shook my head at his wink before he threw his head back laughing. Trying to hide the fact his words had gotten to me, I shifted in my chair.

      “Noted and the sentiment is most definitely mutual.”

      We both kept our eyes trained on Gray for his next few tricks. When he donned his goggles and started diving for pennies, I glanced at Bryan.

      “So, I went on that month-long training. When I came back, Gray was in the hospital, Sierra had run off leaving him with the nanny for a week, and things went from bad to worse.”

      Bryan’s eyes showed immediate concern. “What was wrong with Gray?”

      “He had a double ear infection and strep throat, but the nanny couldn’t get ahold of Sierra, and his fever was pretty high, so she took him to the ER. He got some fluids and medicine and was right as rain within a day or two.”

      I glanced out the window and saw the pizza delivery guy pull up.

      Bryan jumped up. “My treat.”

      When he returned with the food, I laid a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t have to get the pizza.”

      “No worries, you can buy me lunch tomorrow.”

      The easy give-and-take of our friendship returned as if it had never left. And in reality, it hadn’t ever left. We’d lost communication with each other, but our friendship and later relationship—if you could call it that—had always been easy. But that was when it was just us, just Bryan and Jase. Would it hold true now?

      I let Gray swim, knowing he’d come searching for food when he was good and hungry.

      “Sierra did her best to fuck me over, spewing shit to my parents about my relationship with you. I convinced my parents she was lying and told her I didn’t want to see her at the house when I got home with my son.”

      I tried to ignore the hurt in Bryan’s eyes when I spoke of denying my feelings for him. He gave a sad smile and nodded at me to continue.

      “So, by the time I got Gray home from the hospital, Sierra had trashed the house and left me a lovely threatening note. She said she’d take Gray from me if I cut off her money or tried to leave with him. I had no clue where she was going, but I was so relieved to know she was gone. Even if I had to keep her cash flow going and live with the ever-present threat of her trying to gain custody of Gray.”

      “I wish I had known. I don’t know what I could have done, but I wish I could have helped in some way.” Bryan sighed heavily, laying a hand gently on my knee.

      “I likely would have told you, but she destroyed my phone. By the time I got Gray and myself settled into our new situation, I wasn’t sure about trying to look you up. And with each passing month and year, I felt even more awkward about trying to find you. What if you had someone? What if you’d moved on? And what did I have to offer other than a long-distance friendship? I just didn’t know where we stood.”

      A dripping Grayson came from the pool. “Dad, I’m starving!”

      I wrapped him in a towel, drying the excess water from his body. “Well, dig in.” I kissed the top of his head and winked at Bryan. “Watch out, Bryan, don’t get your fingers too close, he’s likely to eat them in his frenzy of consumption.”

      Gray giggled. “Daddy, I don’t eat fingers.”

      I pretended to exam my own digits. “I don’t know, I’m pretty sure I’ve got some scars from the last pizza we ordered.”

      A comfortable silence settled around us as we ate our pizza. Gray demolished his third piece before asking if he could go play some of the video games before he got in the water again.

      I pulled out the quarters I had in my pocket, jingling them at him. “I’ve got six quarters, use them wisely young grasshopper.”

      “Wait, here are four more. That should get you enough play time your pizza has time to digest before you jump back in the water.” Bryan handed the change to Gray.

      My son grabbed the coins from me with a quick thanks, but looked at Bryan as if he’d just offered to share an ancient hidden treasure. He blushed slightly while beaming a smile. “Thanks, Bryan!” Gray ran off with his bounty of coins.

      “Dude, I gave him more coins, changed his shitty diapers, and walked him countless hours as he cried during the night, but he looks at you like you’re the greatest thing he’s ever seen.” I could only laugh and shake my head.

      “What can I say, the Rafferty boys are drawn to me.” Bryan smirked. “So, Sierra left. How did you end up in Indiana?”

      I stared at his beautiful face for a bit before I continued the story.

      “Well, Sierra finally showed back up, but she wasn’t alone. She came back covered in enough bling to blind a man, a sugar daddy I’m pretty sure is older than my father, and two sets of papers. One was to finalize our divorce, the other was saying she relinquished all rights to Grayson. I signed them both, happy to be rid of her, but sad that she was giving up on our son. She left and I haven’t heard from her since.”

      I took a sip of soda. Bryan’s eyes held compassion and interest.

      “My parents and nanny helped me tremendously while I served the rest of my time. But when it came time to sign on again or call it quits, I knew I didn’t want to spend the rest of my career in the Army while other people watched my son. I didn’t want to face another deployment knowing I’d have to leave him for months at a time. I didn’t sign, and I haven’t regretted the decision a bit.”

      “I never thought I’d see you as anything but a military man. How’d your parents take it?” Bryan cocked his head to the side, studying me.

      “Dad was upset at first, but I think Mom got in his ear and convinced him how great it was going to be when they retired with their friends in Florida. I’m sure they’re down there basking in the sun, keeping up with the Joneses, and doing their best to rub elbows with all the important people.”

      I pushed my father’s hateful words out of my mind. I wanted to be with Bryan. So what if I wasn’t ready to tell my parents? It’s not like I ever planned on them knowing about our relationship.

      “So, I decided I wanted to come to Indiana. I got this crazy idea in my head even before I was done with my time, I wanted to come to Gen Con because we’d talked about it so much. But then I decided a completely new start was what I wanted for Gray and me. I applied for some helo pilot jobs, packed our stuff and headed out. Getting the HEMS job is a dream come true, flying a bird, helping to save lives, I think it’s going to be great.”

      I stopped and looked directly at Bryan. “And finding you. I knew the chance was very small, but even as I told myself there was no way, I felt it was going to happen. I don’t know why, but deep in my gut I just knew I was going to find you.”

      Bryan reached for my hand again. “I told you back then, if we were meant to be together, we’d find a way. I just didn’t realize it would take so long and require a purple Cthulhu hat.”

      We laughed, and my body grew warm where his thumb traced over my knuckles.

      “Any chance Gray likes to play in the bathtub long enough I can get my hands and mouth on you for just a bit later on?” Bryan whispered suggestively.

      “Like I said, he’s a fish. He’ll play for quite a while.”

      And with that, the anticipation we’d been feeling all day increased ten-fold.
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      Being in Jase’s room so many years later was both exciting and surreal. It was as if I was dreaming and would wake soon to find I’d only dozed off at the Warhammer booth. But, I heard the water running to start Gray’s bath, and when the water shut off I heard the boy’s giggles as Jase stripped him for the tub. Turning the vent fan on, and cracking the door, Jase wandered in to where I was awkwardly standing.

      I was most definitely not dreaming when Jase stopped in front of me, hooked his fingers in my waistband, and turned me around before backing us up against the wall with me leaning heavily against his body. When the crystal blue of his eyes met mine, and his lips curved into a slight smile, I didn’t care if it was a dream, I never wanted to wake up.

      “Hi.” His breath was warm against my skin.

      “Hi.” I couldn’t help but smile, feeling myself blush at the intensity of his gaze.

      “I really never thought past finding you. I mean, I knew I wanted to touch you and kiss you, but it seemed so far off I never thought of the after part.” It was Jase’s turn to blush.

      “Well, since we’ve not gotten past the touching and kissing, let’s not worry about the other just yet.” I nuzzled my nose against his jaw, breathing deeply of the scent I’d feared I’d lost for good all those years ago. “There’s nowhere I need to be, we can take it slow, settle in, see where things go. Seriously, Jase, I want you here, and I want you like it used to be…but, even if that part can’t work out, I’m thrilled to have you here as a friend. It would be slightly awkward, but we could work it out even if there’s nothing more between us. You used to be one of the closest friends I had…” I ducked my head sheepishly. “I feel like we never lost that friendship, even when we introduced something even more.”

      Jase’s lips danced across the sensitive skin on my neck, “Keating, I didn’t pack my son and my whole life up to move to Indiana for ‘just a friend.’ You are the closest thing to a best friend as I’ve ever had, but I want more than that.” His breath was hot as he reached my ear. “I agree, let’s settle in, but I definitely plan on making something more than a friendship out of this.”

      I groaned as he rocked into me, pinning me between the wall and his scorching body. “Maybe we should start with a kiss?” I felt my body trembling in anticipation of his touch and his kiss.

      “Daddy!”

      In that moment I realized that the attraction, chemistry, connection between Jase and me hadn’t changed, but the needs of his son had changed tremendously from those I’d seen several years ago.

      Dropping his forehead against mine, he chuckled. “Sorry, duty calls. Rain check?”

      Groaning, I smiled and nodded. “But I will definitely be collecting later.”
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      “Thirty minutes, buddy, then it’s lights out.” Jase settled Gray into bed, propped up with pillows and headphones so he could watch something on his tablet.

      Jase stood at the edge of the other bed, staring down at me for what seemed like ages. I had stretched out on one side of the bed, content to just watch my friend do his dad stuff. Lifting my eyes to meet his, my heart fluttered at the heat I saw in them. My heart nearly stopped when Jase crawled onto the bed and spread out parallel to me.

      “Does Gray know…?” I wasn’t sure exactly what I was asking. Does Gray know you like me? Does Gray know we’ve kissed? Does Gray even know anything about homosexuality?

      “He knows you’re my friend and I’m happy to have found you. I wasn’t exactly sure what to tell him until I knew I could find you. I’m not sure how to go about it. Sit him down for a long talk? Let him just see us hold hands and kiss? I don’t want him to think it’s wrong, but I also don’t want to confuse him.” Jase reached a hand out to hold mine. “There’s just a lot going on in my head right now. Single parenting, housing, school registration, my new job…finding you, figuring out how to be true to myself, to us…” He sighed, caressing his thumb across my knuckles.

      “Slow down, Jase. We can ease Gray into us just like a hetero couple would ease a child into a new relationship. I’ve got several gay and lesbian friends who have children, along with several hetero couples with children. We’ll introduce Gray to those kids and let him settle in to diversity that way. Whether you and I are together or not, your son deserves to be aware of the diverse world around him.”

      I pulled his hand to my mouth, feathering kisses along his wrist.

      “And don’t sweat the housing. Seriously, I have plenty of room. A lady lives down the hallway and she watches two other kids from the building, I’m thinking we could see about her watching Gray for you when you’re working. Several of my friends rave about the schools they have their kids enrolled in, we’ll get information from them.”

      Jase nodded, but then frowned. “One issue is going to be my schedule. I’ll work a week of nights, off a week, then a week of days, off a week. I don’t know how to handle Gray on the weeks I work nights.”

      I could see Jase had taken the job immediately, but was now rethinking his decision based on the wacky schedule.

      “Not a problem. Neighbor lady can watch him on the weeks you’re working, before and after school if I’m not available. The weeks you’re off will be the easiest. But when you’re working nights, I’ll be Babysitter Bryan.”

      When Jase looked at me doubtfully, I poked at him, “Hey, I may have been scared to death of him when he was a baby, but he liked me then and he already likes me now. I can get him from the neighbor’s apartment after work, and we can do homework, dinner, playtime, it will be a great bonding time. Seriously, it sounds really fun to me.” Kissing his knuckles again, I glanced over Jase’s shoulder to see that Gray was still engrossed in his movie, “And there’s no way you couldn’t take this job. I knew you as a career military man determined to fly the birds and save people. I get why you left the military, but the excitement in your eyes over flying these HEMS is evident. I’m so proud of you for landing such an important and perfect-for-you job. Gray and me? We’ll be best buddies while you’re off saving lives. And being off every other week will give you time to help at Gray’s school, go on field trips, take long lunch breaks with your favorite investment banker, and rest.”

      “Do I have a favorite investment banker?” Jase teased me before his face grew serious. “It’s just a lot of change. I’m thrilled with the job, but I don’t ever want to be absent in my son’s life. And I don’t like to impose on others. And what about us? Is it crazy to think we can just pick right up where we left off?” Jase spoke aloud, but it was as if he was speaking to himself, putting a voice to his doubts.

      Lacing my fingers with his, I glanced up to meet his gaze.

      “This is probably crazy, but I feel like we’re getting this chance to be together and I want to embrace it and live it and make it work. But if that’s not how you’re feeling, it’s okay, because more than anything, I just want you in my life.”

      Jase was quiet for a moment. Rubbing a thumb lightly along my hand, he gritted his jaw like he was upset.

      “So, let me get this straight. You’d be willing to let me and my son live with you, meet your friends, use your neighbors, but you’d be okay with just friends? Like I’d just be your roommate and you’d bring home dates, and you’d expect me to date? Should I date girls or guys? Which would be less awkward for you?” Jase’s voice never raised above a whisper, but I knew he was angry.

      “Jase, I’m not saying I want to date others or have you date others, I guess I just want to be sure you have an out if you need one. I know you’ve never admitted your attraction to me to anyone but me, I know you’re not ready to be out to your family. I just don’t want to move too fast and have you feel like I’ve trapped you into something you’re not ready for.” Reaching up, I rested a hand against his cheek.

      Turning into my touch, Jase sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get weird there. It’s just, you keep talking about how you’d be fine with us just being friends, and all I can think about is that guy at Gen Con and how I wanted to wring his neck for the way he looked at you. I could tell you’d been with him and he meant something to you. It kills me that he got any time with you at all. I came to Indiana for you. I don’t plan on sitting on the sidelines watching you date other guys while we play at being just friends. So, if we could take that option off the table I’d appreciate it.”

      “Fine, option off the table. But, Jase, have you thought this through? Are you ready to have those around you know you’re gay or bisexual?” When he started to clarify once again that I was the only guy he’d ever felt that way for, I stopped him. “It won’t matter if you’ve been attracted to one hundred guys or just me, if you’re in a sexual relationship with me, you’re gay or bi. Period. Are you ready for that? Is Gray ready for that?”

      I didn’t want to push him away, but I needed to know if he was prepared for living in a queer relationship. I figured it would be easiest around my friends. Not sure about his new colleagues. But his parents? I wasn’t sure he’d ever be prepared to admit it to them.

      “I’m ready to stop hiding my feelings for you. I’m ready to experience a relationship that’s full of love and respect rather than what my sham of a marriage was. I don’t know what to expect or how I’ll handle it, but I know I want you and I want Gray to grow up with positive adult role models.” Jase leaned in to kiss me lightly. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to tell my parents, but that’s a bridge we can cross if we ever get to it. They’re happily settled in Florida now, so I doubt we’ll even see them unless we take a trip down that way. And, who knows, once I’m more comfortable with it, maybe it will be easier to tell them and to not give a fuck what they think.”

      I knew he was trying to be flippant about his parents, but I had a feeling they’d end up being our biggest obstacle. Jase seemed to feel a strong obligation to his parents, he never wanted to disappoint them. Would he ever be able to stand up to them and just be himself? I glanced over at the boy across the room. If his parents ever wanted to fight Jase, they had the perfect ammunition and I was sure they knew exactly how to use it.
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      “I need a shower.” Jase whispered.

      “Okay. I’ll take one after you.” I smiled at him, still amazed that I was in his hotel room.

      “No, I’ll take a quick one, then you take yours, then we can meet up in the bathroom for a brief rendezvous.” His hand tightened around mine.

      “Jase Rafferty, I’m shocked at you. Are you suggesting we engage in sexual debauchery while your young, impressionable son sleeps soundly in his bed?” I winked at him in jest.

      “I’m suggesting that, while my young son sleeps like the dead safely in his bed, we take a brief moment to reacquaint ourselves before I explode.” He grasped the back of my neck and pulled me in for a scorching kiss. When we broke apart he kept my neck in his hand, my face close to his. “I want you naked over that sink within ten minutes. That’s an order.”

      “Sir, yes, sir,” I croaked out.

      Jase sauntered to the bathroom. He was in, washed and shampooed in record time, and back in the main room within five minutes.

      “Tick tock, Keating. Time to get going.” He kept a hand on the towel he’d wrapped loosely around his waist.

      As I washed myself, paying special care to certain parts, I realized I had no clothes to put on. When the door cracked open as I was washing my hair, I spoke softly to Jase.

      “Dude, I just realized I have no clean clothes. I mean, it’s not like the clothes I wore today got super dirty, but I’d rather not put on dirty underwear.” I shut the water off, proud I’d been able to keep the shower so short.

      Jase was waiting on me with a towel spread wide. Wrapping it around me, he pulled me close. “No worries, man. I’ve got clean underwear and socks for you.”

      He captured my lips in his, nipping and licking as his tongue sought entrance. Pulling back, he grinned at me while his icy blue eyes danced. “Besides, you won’t need underwear until later.” Jase backed me against the counter, held a finger to his lips, tiptoed out to check on Gray, and returned with a smoldering smile. “Sound asleep, with his headphones on and favorite tunes playing softly. The swimming today, the long trip, the convention, and house hunting wore him out; he’ll sleep through the night with no problems.”

      “Jase, are you sure this is okay? I’m not sure our first night together should be like this, hiding from your young son as he sleeps.” I didn’t want anything more than to have sex with Jase right then and there, but it felt really weird knowing a little boy was just on the other side of the bathroom door. I think a cat watching would have been better.

      Leaning his head against mine, Jase sighed heavily. “Damn, Keating, you’re right. What the hell am I thinking? I can’t fuck you with my son in the other room, at least not like this. Once we’re home, settled, and have actual bedrooms with locks, maybe. But not with him sleeping just a few feet away.”

      His heated eyes looked at me, apologetically and longingly.

      “Nothing says we can’t do anything.” I bit my lip as I watched his face. His arm tightened around my waist.

      “Oh, yeah, what did you have in mind?”

      Dropping to my knees in front of him, I stared up at his face as I licked my lips. “Just a little something I think you’ll enjoy.” Taking him in my mouth, I smiled to myself at his harsh intake of breath. Jase had enjoyed oral sex during both of our brief stints together, and I looked forward to him enjoying it even more now that our time together wasn’t as limited.

      Grasping himself in one hand, hauling me to my feet with the other, Jase shook his head. “You gotta stop, Bry. I’m going to come and then it will all be over before it even starts.” Bringing my mouth to his, he kissed me hungrily before spinning to press my back against the closed door.

      The heat of our bodies pressed together was a welcome sensation. Our rock hard lengths brushed together, lightly at first, then harder as the rocking of his hips became more persistent.

      Reaching between us, Jase gathered our cocks in his hand. The heat and building friction was almost more than I could take. Finding a rhythm, we thrust and rocked together until both of our bodies arched and stilled, heat spilling between us.

      “Damn, that was hot, but also over way too quickly.” Jase kissed me.

      “Well, we’ll blame your quick trigger on under-use. I don’t know what my excuse was.” I blushed at how quickly Jase had brought me to release.

      “We’ll blame it on my extreme good looks and skills. Because if I have to hear you talk about the fact you’ve been getting plenty of use, I may puke.” He nipped at my neck and up my ear.

      “Good looks and skills…yep, that has to be it.”

      A final kiss, a quick wipe down, and a borrowed pair of underwear later, we stood awkwardly facing the two beds in the room.

      “I really want to sleep with you, but it’s probably best if Gray wakes up to find me in his bed rather than in yours.” Jase wrapped me in a final hug.

      “Agreed.” Kissing his mouth, knowing I’d never get enough of him, I chuckled. “We’ve slept apart for almost a decade, I think we can handle one more night.”

      “Breakfast, Gen Con, and settling in tomorrow?” I could tell Jase was excited to spend the day with Gray and me.

      “Sounds like a damn good plan. See you in the morning.” Kissing him once more, I slipped into bed, a smile on my face. I’d definitely never looked more forward to Gen Con than I did at that point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 15


          

          
            JASE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next month was an absolute blur. Bryan, Grayson, and I spent a fabulous day together at Gen Con. I knew the memories we made there would be ones we each held in a special place as years went by.

      But once we left the convention that day we drove to Bryan’s apartment and a weekend of work started. He had a great place, and I didn’t feel like we’d be imposing into his space. Well, not much at least.

      Gray would have his own bathroom near his room, and Bryan and I would share the one in our hallway. The living room separated the two bedroom wings, with a fairly large kitchen off to the side closest to Bryan’s room. I knew Bryan used his kitchen a lot, but I recognized his ingrained military training in the shiny stainless steel and not a single pot or pan out of place.

      My son was truly a blessing, and I learned that even more as he bucked up and acted like a real trooper over that weekend as we unloaded our things, found a storage unit for some of our belongings, and went shopping to furnish his room. Seriously, that boy of mine never complained once. Several times over the weekend I found myself pausing to stare at him in awe. He helped in any way he could, listened to directions, offered input when asked. The three of us had a great time doing something that could have been a real drag.

      By the end of the weekend, we had Gray’s room all made up on the far side of Bryan’s apartment. It was the smallest room, but perfect for a little boy. I let him pick his bedding, and we picked up a few furnishings to complete his space. The room was basically just an empty shoebox, so Gray had a ball picking some posters and chairs and pillows to make it his own.

      My room was next to Bryan’s. It was already furnished in a very modest and contemporary décor as a guest room, so nothing had to be done to make it mine. Although, if we were both honest with ourselves, we didn’t plan on me sleeping there much.

      “Why in the world did you get a three bedroom apartment for one person?” I asked as we hung clothes in a closet. Bryan’s room was the largest, with a complete walk-in closet. He’d chosen a bedroom suite of dark wood and sleek lines. Burgundy was the main color, but he had added splashes of grey and yellow within the framed prints, pillows, and other accessories.

      “I just moved to this one recently. I had a small studio apartment while I went to school and when I first started working at the firm. But I’d been wanting a bigger place lately. A lot of my friends have partners or spouses, some have kids, so I wanted a place I could host bigger groups. Plus, I needed space for my family to visit if they ever make it up this way. I got in on a good deal with this place.” He snuck a kiss before smiling. “And it was obviously meant to be since I now have the room for two of my favorite guys to settle into.”

      “I feel sort of bad that we’re invading your space.” Gray and I had always lived on our own, even before Sierra left, so having to rely on Bryan rubbed me the wrong way a little. “Once I start getting paychecks I want us to sit down and work on a budget so I can help pay rent and other stuff.”

      “We’ll worry about that later. Next order of business, after dinner of course, is planning an open house so my friends can meet you.” Bryan had efficiently hung all of my clothes in the closet and started in on the drawers. Holding up some underwear he caught my eye. “Are we going to secretly sleep together or is Gray going to know?”

      I took a deep breath. “I think he’s going to know. Do you think we should talk to him about it first or just let it happen and see if he asks questions?”

      “Let’s ask some of my friends who are parents. My gut says to just let it happen, not to set it up like there’s anything wrong with it. He’s a smart kid and he’ll ask if he’s confused. But, honestly, I don’t think he’s going to be confused. He seems very happy and well-adjusted, and he told me he’s glad you found me because you smile more now.”

      “I feel like I’m smiling all the time now.” I leaned in to kiss him before putting the last of my socks away. “Let’s get dinner, then we’ll move to the next plan of action. An open house? I don’t think we need anything so fancy.”

      “An afternoon open house will be easier than several separate outings, and people can just drop by whenever they feel like it. Once that’s planned, we can start looking at schools and figuring out the babysitting.” Bryan wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’m really happy to have you here. All those years ago, on base and deployed, I knew I loved having you around, but having you here now, all mine, is like a dream come true. One I never thought I’d get to experience, so it’s even more special.”

      Nothing had ever felt more right than having Bryan’s body pressed against mine. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I nuzzled against his ear as I spoke. “Thank you for taking us in. It’s a big step, and one I didn’t see coming, but I feel blessed that my son and I get to spend our time with you.” Pulling him toward me, I started the kiss lightly, but it instantly turned hot and hard.

      “Dad, are we eating soon?” Gray asked from the doorway, his nose stuck in his tablet. When he looked up to catch the end of our kiss as we jumped like two teens caught making out by a parent, he wrinkled his nose. “Eeewww, kissing is gross. Can we eat now?”

      I ushered him from the room, planning to help him get his toys put away before we headed out to grab a bite to eat.

      “Why do you think kissing is gross?” I ruffled his hair.

      He giggled at my touch. “I don’t know, it looks all slobbery and stuff. Who wants to touch someone’s slimy tongue? Yuck! I’m not kissing anyone, ever. Not even when I’m old like thirty or something.”

      I laughed then, feeling a weight lifted from my chest. “We’ll see about that. I’ll have to remind you of this conversation when you bring your first date home to meet me.”

      “And Bryan,” Grayson spoke as he focused on tying his shoes.

      “And Bryan, what?” I wasn’t sure what he meant.

      “My date will meet Bryan, too. I mean, if I bring her here to meet you, Bryan will be here, right?” Gray spoke slowly to me, as if he thought I was having trouble understanding his words.

      “Oh, yeah, right.” Ruffling his hair again, I caught Bryan standing in the doorway with a teary-eyed smile plastered on his face.
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      After visiting three schools recommended by Bryan’s friend, I had finally chosen the one I thought would work best for Gray. He was extremely excited to be starting school.

      Juanita was a dear woman who lived on Bryan’s floor. She had two children of her own, and watched two children before and after school for two other families in the building. Her husband had been killed in a work-related accident during the construction of Bryan’s apartment building. She had her husband’s life insurance, and a deal had been brokered between the apartment complex owners and construction company to allow Juanita and her children a place to live rent-free for as long as she wanted it. Keeping her kids home to educate them made the most sense to her, but she enjoyed watching other children for the extra money and also for the interaction it provided her own kids.

      Gray and Juanita hit it off right away. Within moments of meeting her children, daughter Emily and son Ethan, the three ran off to play like they were long lost friends finally together after several years.

      “Well, it appears Gray won’t have any trouble adjusting to being here. My children and I will walk him to the bus every morning and pick him up every afternoon like we do the other children I watch. I can feed him breakfast here, he can even come in his pajamas if he’d like to change into school clothes after breakfast. I’ll be sure his teeth are brushed and his hair is fixed. We’ll just keep some clothing and toiletries here. I always wanted a large family, having Gray as an addition to my crew during the weeks you are working will be a blessing to me and my children.” Juanita smiled at Bryan and me over her coffee cup. “And, if I can be of any help babysitting in the evenings or on weekends if you two need some private time, I’m more than willing.”

      Bryan blushed, but I just smiled. “Thank you, I will definitely be taking you up on that offer. Soon. Very soon.”
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      It felt a little silly to have an open house just for Bryan’s friends to meet me and Gray, but Bryan was insistent.

      “Really, this way people can come and go at their leisure, meet you and visit, the kids can play. It will work out better for everyone.”

      I watched him pull a cashmere sweater over his plaid button-up, tucking the shirt in neatly to his chinos, cuffing the sleeves precisely, and pulling on a pair of stylish urban sneakers to complete his outfit.

      “You look really hot,” I spoke softly from behind him as he combed his hair. I let my hands roam slowly down his torso before pulling him back to press into me.

      “Mmmm, thank you. You look hot, too, but it’s going to be awkward as all hell if we both have boners and wet spots on our pants when the guests arrive. Put it away, Rafferty.” His grin and wink made me laugh and promised of more to come.

      I stepped away from him and inspected myself in his bathroom mirror. A pair of straight-leg dark-wash jeans, nice sneakers, and a black button-up was the look I’d gone with. It had been a while since I’d had to figure out much with fashion; military fatigues didn’t come with much decision making.

      Kissing him lightly, I pulled Bryan into a slight hug, “Thank you for doing this for me. I’m happy to meet your friends. I hope they like me.”

      “How could they not like you? I like you, and I make awesome decisions, so they’ll have no option but to like you as well.” He kissed me once more before heading to the kitchen to be sure the drinks and snacks were ready.

      Trailing behind him, I grabbed one of the sandwiches and popped it in my mouth before he could slap it away.

      “That’s for the party, not you, you big oaf.” Bryan pretended to be offended.

      “Sorry, they just looked so good.” I swiped another and shoved it in my mouth, laughing at his outrage. “Mmmm, tasty. Hey, how come you never made little snacks and drinks like this when we were in the Army?”

      “What? I provided my share of Monster energy drinks, alcohol, and chips every time we got together with the gang.”

      “Not the same. Who knew you had the talent to make such delicious little munchies?” I attempted to filch one more tiny sandwich, but Bryan was ready for me this time, swatting my hand then shooing me from the kitchen.

      The buzzer rang, and our afternoon of meet-and-greet began.
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      Settled in to bed that night after putting Gray to bed, I sighed contentedly into Bryan’s hair as I held him close to my side. It had been so refreshing to talk to other queer couples, and to have straight couples meet me and not even bat an eyelash. I appreciated the input many of the parents had given, not just on Gray adjusting to Bryan and I being together, but on him adjusting to a new home and school as well. It felt good knowing Bryan and I had experienced friends to turn to as we tried to tackle this partner parenting thing.

      “That was awesome. You’ve got some great friends, and I know Gray had a fabulous time playing. I don’t think I’d ever realized just how few kids he had to play with on base. He’s going to be in hog heaven having Emily, Ethan, and his other new friends to play with. I’m really glad so many of the kids are going to be at his new school. Maybe they’ll end up in the same class so he’ll have a couple familiar faces those first few days.”

      “They all loved you. I was so proud every time I got to introduce you. Each time my friends checked you out, winked at me, gave me a nod, it was like I puffed my chest more and more knowing you were here with me, on my side, part of my life. I loved that today, Jase. Loved it. I’ve never had someone I really wanted my friends to like. At least not until you found me. Thank you.” He leaned in to kiss me lightly, but I rolled him quickly to his back.

      “What do you say I lock that door and we make good use of this bed and that lube I know is in your side drawer?” I knew my voice sounded desperate, but I felt like I was going to explode if I didn’t get inside of him. We’d been messing around for weeks, I needed more.

      “Are you sure? What about Gray?” Bryan’s concern was clear.

      “Bryan, do you think your parents never had sex after you came along?”

      “Gross. But, no, I know they did because my brother is younger than me.”

      “Okay, don’t you think adults everywhere are having sex behind locked doors while their children sleep?” I smiled at him.

      “Okay, yeah, I guess so. I just don’t want to traumatize him. I remember walking in on my mom and dad one time, it was not a pretty sight.” He shivered.

      Laughing, I jumped from the bed, locking the door with a slight click. “And that is why we lock the door. If he happens to wake up, we can adlib what to do then.”

      I walked slowly to the bed, stripping what little clothing I had on as I did. Bryan lifted his ass to quickly slide out of his boxer briefs. I wanted a long leisurely time spent in bed, but I knew this time around would be quick.

      “I swear, I’m getting Juanita to watch Gray very soon so we can spend the whole weekend naked in bed.”

      “Promises, promises. Until then, why don’t you come over here and see what kind of trouble we can get into?” Bryan grabbed himself, eyes locked with mine.

      “I’ll show you trouble…” Crawling up the bed, I paused to lick and nip and kiss up his body, slowly taking his length into my mouth, smiling around him as he grunted in response.

      “Get the condom and lube, I need you inside me now.”

      “Don’t boss me around.” Taking one ball gently into my mouth, I licked, taking my time.

      “Bossy bottom, that’s me. Now get in my ass.” Bryan rocked himself against my face as he breathlessly whispered, “Please, Jase.”

      Knowing he wanted it as badly as I did, I quickly tore open a condom. With lubed fingers, I played with him, trying to learn what he liked.

      “We can play another time, just fuck me.” Bryan rolled to his stomach, lifting his perfect ass in the air.

      “God, what a picture.” I crooned as I took my place behind him. It had been several years since I’d been in this position with him, and never with anyone else, but it immediately felt like home. Nudging myself against his hole, I shifted forward, feeling his heat begin to surround me. I wanted to go slowly so as not to hurt him, but Bryan moved back so quickly I had no choice but to surge into him.

      The heat of his body was almost more than I could handle. I wanted to move, but I feared I’d lose it if I did. Burying myself in him, savoring the friction of my balls against his skin, I tried to catch my breath.

      “Please move, Jase. I need it.” Bryan whimpered from below me.

      Reaching around to grasp his length, I pumped him while thrusting a slow rhythm into his body. Later we’d have time to explore. Later we’d have time for sweet words. But our bodies had been apart for too long, wanted each other too badly. As his muscles tightened around me, I bit down on my lip to keep from shouting my release. Bryan moaned into the pillow as his heat spilled into my hand.

      That night I slept with my lover back in my arms where he belonged.
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      I’d worked one week of my job and loved it more than I ever thought possible. The rush, the high, the feeling of doing good, it was all there. And I had some great people to work with.

      Gray was in school, but Bryan and I wanted to spend time with him exploring the city so we did all we could on evenings and weekends. I had been crushed when I found out I’d be working on his first day of school, but Bryan took the day off so he could be there for Gray on the first day. We had done the whole Open House and Back-to-School shopping thing, turning it into a whole weekend of shopping for supplies and clothes.

      Lounging in bed on Saturday morning had quickly become a favorite pastime in our home. And how crazy was it that I already considered Bryan’s place our home? Gray would sleep in, play on his tablet, watch some television, and then usually head down to Juanita’s to see if Emily and Ethan were available.

      Bryan and I would sip tea or coffee, read the paper, make out, and eventually shower to start our day. This particular morning, Bryan had shown me his oral skills in the shower before I’d hopped out to dry off and fix breakfast.

      When my phone rang from under a pile of clothes, I almost ignored it. But, with a roll of my eyes and a silent prayer that the caller wasn’t a telemarketer, I picked up the phone just as Bryan came around the corner of the kitchen. Without even checking, I thumbed the screen to accept the call.

      “Hello.”

      “Jase, son, good to hear your voice.” My dad. “Listen, your mom thinks it’s rude to just show up, but I knew you wouldn’t mind a surprise visit. We’re about thirty minutes south of Indianapolis on our way up north to visit some friends. Give me your address so we can plug it into the GPS, and we’ll be there soon. We need to see our grandson before we go back to Florida.”

      My knees all but buckled as his words registered in my brain. I gave him the address, hung up, then turned to Bryan in shock.

      “Um, that was my dad. He and mom will be here in about thirty minutes.”

      Bryan’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, we better do some tidying up then, huh?”

      With a wink, a quick kiss, and a pat on my ass, Bryan went into emergency cleaning mode.
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