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About the story:

Cole and Arlie are good partners, good friends.  Their personal lives are a little more complicated.  Arlie, a sweet bi wolf, casually dates women he clearly has no chemistry with.  Cole, self-conscious and shy, is staying too long in an unhealthy relationship with a woman he feels more hated by every day.  They both have thoughts about each other's romantic lives.

When Cole's relationship ends, he struggles to pull himself out of the emotional spiral.  Things get more complicated after Arlie admits he dates only women because he's afraid his pack will reject him if he finds a man.  Well, Cole won't settle for that!  His new goal is to help his buddy be accepted for who he is—and to find true love.

Everything is going well, until Cole begins to realize he might not be as straight as he thought.  The discovery brings up old pain and old fears—and new feelings about Arlie.

45,000 words – low heat

(bi awakening, friends to lovers)

The Time It Takes

by Hollis Shiloh
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Chapter one
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"They think he's not the asshole," I informed my partner, scrolling through the forum post on my phone.  My feet were up on the dash, and he was driving.

He snorted.  "That's ridiculous."

"Well, I can see both points of view.  You don't lock your partner out of the house, that's not cool.  But not listening to your girlfriend when she repeatedly brings up a problem is also pretty awful."

"Sure," he agreed easily, uncomfortably.

I looked over at my partner.  He was a big strapping guy, a wolf shifter.  We'd been paired up for about six months.  Sometimes I felt like I'd known him forever.  Sometimes I felt like I barely understood him at all.  We worked well together.

"So are you okay?" asked Arlie quietly.  "You usually don't read those unless something's wrong."

"Nothing's wrong," I said, then grimaced.  

I thought about what I'd said: not listening to your partner when they brought up an issue.  That kind of described my relationship with my girlfriend.  She never thought my concerns were important.  She acted like every single issue in our relationship was my fault.  

We didn't even seem to enjoy each other's company anymore.  I knew we had, once.  The relationship had been fun, once.  We'd seemed to be heading in the same direction.  Not anymore.

I was tired of things being my fault, and not knowing which ones were actually my fault, and which ones were her blaming me for things I couldn't possibly have done.  I thought I was a pretty good boyfriend, but sometimes she just seemed to hate the sight of me, and there wasn't a thing in the world I could do right.

You'd think I wouldn't feel the urge to lie to Arlie anymore.  He knew me well, and more than that, I trusted him.  But it was complicated, because my relationship with my girlfriend was kind of falling apart, and I hated having him know so much about that.  It felt shameful, like something I should hide.  I'd already confided in him too much, and while he tried not to be judgmental about it, he didn't always manage.

"You sure you two should be together?" he'd asked me, just once.  He'd have asked me more, I suspect, if I hadn't gotten offended about it.

Darby was the same beautiful woman I'd started dating three years ago—except that she was no longer fun to be around, because it seemed like we were always arguing or on the outs about something.

Sure, there were good days here and there—reminders of why we'd like each other in the first place.  But fewer and fewer of them.  I felt like shit about our relationship most of the time these days, and sometimes I even dreaded going home at night.

My partner probably knew even more of that than I wanted him to know.

Anyway, as bad as it was, I didn't want judgment from my wolf shifter partner about it.

We can't all be born having a destined mate we match perfectly with.

Not that it had worked out that way for Arlie.  He'd shared with me during our training that he was bi.  I'd thought that should make it twice as easy to find someone he meshed with romantically.  So far, that didn't seem to be true.  He'd been dating, looking, but he hadn't clicked with anybody yet.  He didn't seem to be finding a mate anytime soon.

But Arlie was right: there was a reason I'd been obsessed with the posts online about relationship drama, about who was at fault.  Small things could become big irritants.  Sometimes, I knew she was probably right to be irritated at me.  And sometimes, it was just confusing as hell.  How did I get a cold shoulder for not complimenting her outfit correctly, when I'd already said I liked it, that she looked great?

It was the way I said it, apparently.  But it didn't feel fair, to be told my tone was wrong, when I really did mean it.  Lately it was getting harder and harder to discuss things we disagreed about, because it wasn't like it ever led anywhere positive.  We just ended up fighting.

Anyway, it was nice to be able to go online and see that my relationship was pretty normal compared to some.  Maybe not great, but better.

"Well, are you on for bowling tonight?" Arlie asked, changing the subject.  He got bored with the posts sooner than I did.

"Hm?"  I looked up from my doomscrolling.  

"Bowling.  Tonight.  You coming?"  

"Oh."  He had a regular bowling night he went to, since he'd joined a local pack.  He'd been a lone wolf when we met.  Some wolves liked to stay that way, but not Arlie.  He'd been only too glad to jump into the social aspects of life in a pack.  He even lived in the row of townhouses where the pack family members clustered.  He didn't have his own home, just rented a room.  It was easier, he said.  Fewer chores and less expense. 

"Uh, right, bowling."  I thought about Darby, guiltily.  She'd said she'd be working late.  There was a strange feeling of relief about that, that we wouldn't have an evening together, that I could do what I wanted and not have it be an issue.  I could spend time with him and the pack and not have it be a mark of one more way I was failing as a boyfriend.

"Sure, that sounds fun."

"It doesn't, doesn't it?"  He grinned.  "The pack does a lot of fun stuff.  Some of us are going to the amusement park next month.  You want to go to that too?"

"I'm not really part of the pack," I reminded him.  "You can't invite me to everything."

"Sure I can!  You're my partner, aren't you?"

I didn't really know what to say to that, so I didn't say anything.  But inwardly, I sighed at the thought of how much wrangling that would take with Darby.  

She didn't like doing activities with the pack, but she also didn't like me doing things with them without her.  It was awkward.  I didn't want to not be in my partner's life socially, and I really enjoyed being around his pack.  

"Let me think about it," I told him.

His smile, which had been large, died a little.  "Sure.  Probably should check with Darby," he said, trying to keep his voice neutral.

"Hm," I said noncommittally, and went back to scrolling.  If I didn't want to have conflict with Darby, I also didn't want to disappoint my partner.  Whatever I did, someone wouldn't be happy with me.  

#
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"Cole!  You're not watching!" protested Ellie, one of the pack members.  I'd looked up just in time to miss her strike.  She scowled at me, hands on hips.  "You're supposed to watch!"

I'd been fiddling with my phone, trying to stave off another text argument with Darby.  

"I don't have to watch."  I should get to lounge.  I shouldn't have to be on alert constantly.

Not that texting was currently relaxing me very much.

"Yes you do, because when you look at your phone you get all sad and stuff."  She marched over and took my phone from my hands, using her fingers gingerly, like she was touching something both delicate and potentially deadly.

"Hey," I protested mildly.

"Hey," said Arlie, arriving to rejoin us, hands full of drinks and hotdogs.  "What did I miss?"

"Cole's lost in his phone again," said Ellie, trying to sound playful and not quite managing it.

Arlie stared at her.  "It's his phone," he pointed out.

Gwen and her husband were there then, taking the food and drinks from Arlie, unburdening him.

"You got the good stuff," said Sully, grinning.  

"Everything's good here," said Gwen.

Arlie was still staring at Ellie.  He held out a hand, now that he had them free.

She looked stubborn and started to turn red.  He kept his hand out.  "Fine."  She rolled her eyes and put my phone in his hand.  "If you want to enable the party-pooping."

"He's my partner," Arlie explained gently, handing my phone back to me.  "Cole can do whatever he wants."

I felt awkward, but I wasn't sure why.  Ellie could be a little bit childish, and normally I didn't care.  Maybe it was the way Arlie said that I could do whatever I wanted.  It seemed too nakedly loyal to say aloud, too profound somehow, like something he should hide and not admit out loud.

I glanced at my phone once more.  Great, she hadn't texted back.  I was getting the silent treatment again.  I slid my phone away and tried, for Arlie, to be present.  To pay attention.

Besides, it was his turn to bowl.  I had to watch.

Ellie sat down on the seat beside me, close enough I could feel the heat of her body.  I thought about moving away, but I wasn't sure if that would be more rude than she'd been to me.  I like to keep things proportional.  Besides, I didn't have a problem with Ellie.  She was just young.  Cute, if you like blondes, but very young in my eyes.  Now that I'd turned thirty, anyone in their very early twenties just seemed like a kid to me.  

I watched Arlie bowl and tried to put the upcoming argument out of my mind.

The truth was, if something didn't start getting better in my relationship with Darby, we were going to have to break up.  It would be better to be single than live in a constant battleground.

"Your turn, my man."  Arlie clapped me gently on the shoulder and smiled down at me.  "Don't take it so hard.  You still might catch up!"

I might.  But I probably wouldn't.  I got up and Arlie took my seat, which was still warm.  Ellie clapped before I'd even started to throw the ball.

"Whooo!  You got this, Cole!"

I didn't.  I bowled a six and a two.  "Darn," I said when I rejoined them, because we made an effort not to swear around the pack.  Lots of kids in the pack, and some of the older members didn't feel comfortable around foul language.  I liked them to feel comfortable with me.  

"Hey, you tried," said Arlie, but there was a twinkle in his eye.

"Don't be rude," I told him.  I stood in front of the seat, waiting for him to get up and trade places with me.  Instead, he took hold of my wrist and pulled me closer.

"There's room right here."  He patted his thighs.

"C'mon," I protested, but I let myself be pulled onto his lap without fighting it.

He was teasing about it, but he also wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug, and I felt something in me relax.  How had he known I needed a hug, rather desperately?

For a moment, I didn't care if it looked playful or too familiar, or gay, or whatever.  It just felt awfully good to be held.
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Chapter two
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My partner looked up as I entered the room.  He'd gotten to work before me today.  He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it.  He gave me another, longer look.

"Hey, Cole, you think maybe you should eat something?" he asked gently.

I should've known my partner would immediately be able to tell something was wrong.

"I did eat," I said.  I had to think.  My mind slid back over the awful morning—a continuation of the argument we'd had last night—and couldn't actually place any food consumption in there anywhere.  "Well, I had coffee."  I was at least sure of that.

He got up smoothly, grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair, and swung it over one shoulder.  "Let's go to the diner real quick.  I realized I'm actually really hungry today."  He had special permission to leave for food at any point, so he was putting it like that, to make it about him and not me, in case anyone had any questions later.  I gave him a look that tried to be stern, but I think I only managed to look vague.

He put a hand on my arm and gently steered me back the way I'd come.  

It was a short drive to the local diner we often frequented.  I stared out the window at nothing and let the world blur by.  He got me inside, and found us a booth, and ordered for both of us.  I should have roused myself enough to order for myself, I guess, but I couldn't seem to care enough to bother.  Besides, he knew what I liked.

Halfway through some very crispy bacon and very tender eggs, I looked up and noticed he was watching me.

"I see the lights have turned on."  He gave me a look that was somehow scolding and tender at the same time.  "You want to tell me what's up?"

I thought about it.  "Not really.  This is good, though.  Thanks."

He gave a small, satisfied nod.  "It is good.  I guess it's about Darby, then."

"Yeah," I admitted.  I braced myself for some unwelcome advice.  I mean, I read enough advice about relationships online.  You'd think I wouldn't mind getting some aimed at me.  Or maybe that I'd even welcome it.  But that certainly didn't feel like the case.

I braced myself, but he said nothing, just went back to his own food.  I guess he really was hungry, too.  Or else he was just eating to keep me company.

After the meal, I felt a lot better.  The problems with Darby would keep.  Or else they wouldn't keep, and one of us would decide it was time to break up.  Soon, probably.  I very much doubted we'd be able to have a mature conversation about it and decide together we just weren't right for each other.

The thing is, on paper, we really worked.  We liked a lot of the same things.  We were the same age and our goals matched up.  Neither one of us wanted kids, but we did want to buy a house in the next five years.  It was the same in other areas: we lined up pretty well politically, neither one of us was religious, and we both wanted to travel.  We even looked good together in pictures.

It was just that apparently we couldn't go one day without arguing about something at this point, and I was starting to feel trapped and suffocated.  God knows she was feeling a lot of things too—she told me about them, at length.

We headed back to the precinct, and I tried to pack all of this away.  It could wait.  It would have to.  We had work to do.

#
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"You're wearing that?"  Darby looked at my outfit like it had a weird smell.  

"I was going to.  Why?  You've got a better idea?"  I was trying to answer carefully and not take offense.  

She rolled her eyes.  "I'm not going to dress you.  You're a grown man.  Just look presentable, would you?"

I looked down at my clothing, wondering what wasn't presentable.  Bitterness rose in me, like a sour taste.  I wouldn't tell her to change without giving her an idea of what was wrong.  She'd basically just gone 'ew, you're gross,' without telling me why or how to fix it.  Sooo nice.

I debated getting into it, telling her how hurtful her tone was.  I debated telling her to change into something better so she could see how it felt.  I felt so tired all the sudden.  I went to the closet to try to find something else.  I wondered if I'd hear about it either way—if there was a right answer at all, and how much it was even worth it to try.

#
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"You alone?"  A coworker leaned around the corner, scanning the area.  He relaxed when he saw Arlie wasn't here.

"What's up?"  I got alert.  Why should I be alone to hear whatever it was?

"His birthday's next week, right?  We gotta plan a cake or something.  C'mon."  He motioned me after him, and I hurried to follow, relieved this was the reason.  I must've been starting to get tensed up, wondering if there was some other reason.  Something bad.

Not that I'd noticed anyone not liking Arlie.  He seemed to get along with everyone pretty well.  He had a calm presence and was good with people.  My partner was bigger and taller than me, with a sturdy build, a broad face, and kind eyes.  People tended to like him, and he had an open, welcoming air about him.  He wasn't exactly handsome, but there was something appealing about his face.

I was glad the precinct liked him well enough to want to celebrate his birthday.  It wasn't something we did all the time, so they must really like him. 

My coworkers and I discussed it briefly in a hurried, mini meeting, and were nearly done when there was a light knock at the door.  "Cole?  You in there?"  Arlie's voice was tentative.  

I hurried to the door and opened it to smile at my partner.  How much had he heard?  I didn't think we'd said anything incriminating just then, but I wasn't sure, and he had good hearing.  

"Hey."  I smiled at him.  I wanted to hug him and get that self-conscious, uneasy look off his face.  "It's all good, big guy.  What's up?"

"Uh, we're supposed to go check something out.  I couldn't find you."

"Just text me if you need to.  I'm not going anywhere."

We headed out, but the uneasy, self-conscious look stayed on his face.  "Is everything okay?"

"I don't know," he said slowly.  "Someone tried to tell me you weren't over there, but I knew you'd gone that way.  It was strange, like they didn't want me to find you.  Do you think they're annoyed with me or something?"

"No, everyone likes you," I told him.  I debated.  And then gave in.  Sure, it would spoil the surprise—but that might be for the best.  Arlie didn't always do well with surprises.  He needed to be warned.

"They're planning a birthday celebration for you—just a cake and a few snacks, maybe singing happy birthday if you're unlucky.  It's supposed to be a secret, so pretend to be surprised, okay?"

"Oh."  His face relaxed into one of his sweet, warm smiles.  His fingers flexed and unflexed on the steering wheel.  "Oh, wow.  Thank you.  That's so nice."

I found myself staring at his hands, not sure why.  He had such strong-looking hands, powerful fingers, perfectly formed hands, the hands of someone who'd worked hard.  Very masculine hands.  

"I hope you're okay with chocolate cake," I told him, at last making myself stop staring.

"I'll like whatever they pick.  That's so nice!  Wow."

"Yeah, well, everyone likes you," I told him.  "You're a calm, nice guy that nobody has a problem with."

"Not everyone likes me," said my partner, sounding slightly amused.

"Who?  You fit in with your new pack almost instantly.  The precinct is already nuts about you if they're planning a birthday surprise—they don't do that for just anyone.  Even suspects and perps tend to like you."

He ducked his head a little, trying not to look embarrassed.  "That's very nice.  I was thinking of Darby—she's not exactly fond of me.  But you're right, a lot of people are, and I appreciate being accepted so readily.  People have been really nice here."

I didn't know what to say after that.  It was true: Darby had been cold to my partner since she first met him.  She looked down on Arlie, seemed to find him irritating for no good reason.  Was it just because he and I got along so well?  She couldn't be jealous of that, could she?  That seemed pretty odd, but she did get jealous over the oddest things.  She'd been mad at me one whole month because I was playing video games more than she'd liked.  And I wasn't exactly an obsessive gamer.

She had a point, though.  There wasn't really room in my life for hobbies right now.  I sort of let her win that argument just by being worn down about it, and finding it easier to stop doing the things I liked rather than fight about it.  They were just games, after all, but I did miss it.  Sometimes a lot.  Maybe if my life ever got less busy, I could get back to it.  

I had the sinking feeling my life would never be less chaotic if Darby stayed my girlfriend.  I thought of the long years ahead, waiting for me, waiting for us to take the next steps, the logical relationship steps: buy a house, get married, head lockstep down the road of hetero bliss.

It felt like being strangled, slowly choking to death.

A slow, sad realization rose in me.  This wasn't fair to either of us.  If she hated me, she shouldn't spend her life with me.  And if I resented her and felt dread about spending the rest of my life with her, I shouldn't be with her.  

We were going to have to break up.  No matter how uncomfortable it was.  I'd really, really wanted to make this work, and be the guy I thought I could be.

I wasn't going to be able to fix this, and I wasn't going to be able to handle going on and on and on the way things were. 

I needed to get out—I needed to be single.  And, I realized, I didn't even want to 'stay friends.'  I wasn't sure we'd ever actually been friends, anyway.  We certainly wouldn't be when I told her it was over, I was done.

I wondered how soon I'd be able to get up the nerve to have that conversation, and how long I should put it off.  I should wait at least a week, right?  I didn't want to spoil Arlie's birthday.

Even as I thought that, I knew it was just an excuse.  I was just dreading this.  I needed to get all my ducks in a row, though.  We hadn't combined our finances, so that should be okay, but we did live together, and had the apartment in both of our names.  I also had a lot of things there that I'd rather she didn't break.  It would be nice to get at least some of them out before I gave her the news we were over.  Just in case.
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Chapter three
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Sometimes, I remember my dreams.  That night, I had a pretty intense one.  I was walking along the top of a cliff, trying to stay balanced.  Someone was shouting at me, telling me to go faster, but I couldn't go faster unless I wanted to fall and tumble down to my death on the rocks below.  Loud waves hit the shore below the cliff, a shore that was made of jagged rocks, no sand at all.

It was a place I'd been before, at least in my dreams.  It seemed more real to me than some of the places I'd actually gone to.  In the dream, it was familiar.  It always was.

Behind me, grass whipped, and the wind was picking up.  I almost couldn't hear the person shouting at me to hurry up, but I knew who it was.  I didn't look at her.  I couldn't.  I felt like I was balancing on a tightrope.

I knew if I rushed, if I listened, I'd fall to my death.  I couldn't even look at her.  I just had to look at my feet, so I could follow the small path scarred into the cliff.

I didn't know where I was going, and I didn't know why I couldn't just step back down towards the grass and go away from the edge entirely.  But I knew with my whole heart that this was a matter of life or death, and I couldn't listen to anyone else about it.

I woke up with my heart pounding, my sheets covered in sweat.  I looked over at the woman sleeping beside me.  Good, I hadn't awakened her.  I slipped out of bed and padded out of the bedroom.

I washed my face and got a drink of water.  I walked around the living room, pacing, thinking about the dream.

Things can seem really clear in dreams, even when they're not.

I thought about texting my partner, but I don't know why.  It wasn't like he could do anything about any of it, and he was probably sound asleep, like I should be.

I doubted he ever woke up like that, or felt so strangely unsettled by a dream.

I grabbed my phone to check emails and scroll around online until I felt tired enough to sleep.  If that ever happened.

There was nothing in the news that wasn't just going to stress me out more, but I wasted some time reading relationship drama posts online, and then went down a rabbit hole or two about gaming.  It had been a while since I got to do much gaming.  I wondered if it was worth the bother to try to start playing something tonight.  Would it relax me, or just make me lose any last chance at sleep?  Probably easier to just mindlessly scroll forums about other people's problems.

My phone chimed—a text from Arlie.  I felt myself smiling before I even read it.  

Do you want donuts? 

Forget the forums.  I texted him back immediately.  

You're up early.  No thanks to donuts.  

Can't sleep, he texted.  Wanna go to the gym?

Damn it.  Yes, I did.  I hated that I felt like I was going to suffocate if I stayed here, that the phone was my only escape—that I didn't want to go back and join my girlfriend in our bed, which was supposed to be a sanctuary.  Or sleep more and find out what other dream I'd have.

We met up in the parking lot.  I parked near his car and got out.  He got out of his car and hugged me.  I always liked being hugged by Arlie.  I hadn't had many friends who liked hugs before, and my family wasn't particularly demonstrative.  When it turned out he was a hugger, I'd been a bit surprised.  He looked so macho, like he wouldn't be super friendly and affectionate.  But he was, with me.  I'd gotten used to it pretty quickly, and actively liked it now.  
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