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        “It is better to be hated for what you are than to be loved for something you are not.”

        – Andre Gide

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who have to hide.

        May you be free to be you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I fell in love with the male/male romance genre back when I wrote my first one (Sawyer, Torey Hope: The Later Years) and couldn’t wait to write the six books in my male/male romance series Something About Him. As the most recent series was coming to an end, I started to wonder just what I would write next.

      I grew up in small farming community with a railroad running only about 4 houses down from where I lived, so small towns and railroads are familiar to me. My mind started playing with the idea of these three men (Micah, his cousin Levi, and their best friend Cody) growing up on a hill in this small railroad town. Blueridge was the name that came to me. Well, then my head started playing with words and landed on nicknaming the series The BJ Boys, so I created Blueridge Junction and the rest is history.

      These three stories combine some of my very favorite male/male romance tropes.

      In Micah and Cole’s story (Fight For It) we find a mechanic and a teacher in an out-for-you tale.

      Can’t Fight It is a story of opposites attract and May/December romance.

      Bound to Fight combines the best of leather daddies and enemies-to-lovers for a great story.

      
        
        Cast of Characters

      

      

      Micah Edwards- Mechanic in Blueridge Junction, cousin of Levi, best friend of Cody.

      Cole Pierce- Teacher at the high school

      

      Levi Wells- Tattoo artist in Blueridge Junction, cousin of Micah, best friend of Cody

      Jay Owens- Dancer at Strip Teaze, much younger than the rest of the guys

      

      Cody Parker- Manages his family-owned restaurant/bar (BJ’s Burgers & Beer or the B & B) Friends with Levi and Micah

      Kennedy Marks- Local police officer in Blueridge Junction

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Micah Edwards

      

      

      “What’s your name?” I kissed along his strong jawline loving the rough stubble abrading my lips.

      He pushed me away, breathless. “No, I told you, no names.”

      “We’ve fucked each other’s brains out all night long on three separate occasions. I’m assuming tonight will be no exception.” I loosened the rubber band he used to keep his shoulder-length blond hair pulled back. Rubbing my hands through the silky locks, I massaged the back of his head. “I told you my name, what’s the harm in telling me yours?” Knowing I wouldn’t get an answer no matter how often I asked, I pulled him close for another kiss, while coaxing his mouth open with my tongue.

      He melted into the kiss, allowing our tongues to mate in a sensual dance before he jerked away. “No, that was the deal. No names, no strings. I can’t risk it.” He ran a hand down his face, caught his breath. “Besides, there’s no proof that the name you gave me is even your real name. Mike.”

      The name I’d given was close enough to the real thing that I didn’t even bat an eye at his accusation. “What’s the risk? Neither of us are from around here, we’re both consenting adults, and we’re not doing anything illegal.”

      “Look, it’s just the way it is. I mean, I’d like to continue this little hookup arrangement we’ve got going on for as long as it works out for us. But the name thing is a deal-breaker. Take it or leave it.” His chin jutted, and I recognized the challenge in his blue eyes.

      Not wanting to give up the best sex I’d ever had, I accepted his challenge by stepping closer and grabbing the waistband of his jeans. “Fine. No names.” I realized a split second too late that I’d walked right into his suspicion of me using a fake name. “No more wasting time on small talk. Get naked.”

      I watched as the guy who had to be about the same age as my thirty years began to strip. His shoes were kicked off first. Faded blue jeans that fit him like a damn glove slid over the greatest ass I’d ever seen. A casual black button-up shirt covered way too much of his body, and I bit my lip as he tortuously undid each individual button before sliding the shirt from his shoulders. As he toed off his socks and his eyes never left mine, I gritted my teeth in an attempt to tone down my desire as he palmed his cock through snug-fitting black boxer briefs.

      “I feel a little underdressed.” Nodding toward my jeans, he waited for me to strip.

      Every time we’d met up had been the same. Unexplainable connection, sexual tension that sizzled through the rented room, and a back-and-forth, give-and-take teasing before we would fall into bed in a raging inferno of lust. He set my blood on fire. It had started as a random “swipe right” on the dating app, but after spending a few nights with him, I wanted more.

      I lived a good hour away from the hotel we used for our meetups. He’d said he didn’t live nearby. But could we ever make a go of whatever I felt between us each time we were together?

      Based on the way the guy freaked out about names, I had to assume he was a major closet case. As much as I wanted to be in a solid, loving relationship, I wouldn’t go back in the closet for a guy I barely knew. I came out a long time ago, and I was too stubborn and proud to hide my sexuality.

      Shaking off the intrusive thoughts, I stepped forward; backing him up until his knees hit the mattress. With a quick yank on my shirt, I ripped it over my head and smiled at the fire I saw in his eyes when he took in my chest. Shoes, socks, and pants were next, and then we were both in just our underwear with rock hard cocks weeping and straining to be freed.

      But, who would bend first? Who would make the first move?

      He reached both hands toward my chest and lightly grazed my nipples with his thumbs. My hiss of breath must have been enough to spur him into further action because he pulled my head down for a kiss as he fell onto the bed. From above him, I noticed again that our hair was a similar blond, but I kept mine short while his was much longer. My skin had a more olive tone and his looked as if it would burn easily. My frame, slightly taller, likely only outweighed him by about twenty pounds.

      Stripping him of his last layer, I immediately licked his leaking cock before taking him deep in my mouth. Letting go of his shaft, I trailed my tongue up his torso then pulled him into a hungry kiss. When he whimpered against my lips, I recalled how much he loved to taste himself on my mouth. Thumbing through the liquid beading on his dick, I traced my thumb across his full bottom lip before kissing him again.

      “What do you want?” I knew, but I enjoyed hearing him say it.

      “Fuck me,” he begged and thrust against me, his cheeks pink and eyes dark with lust.

      “You want it slow and gentle?” I stroked his cock as I teased him with my words.

      “No.” He ground out while thrusting his cock into my fist.

      “Tell me how you want it.” I demanded.

      “Hard and fast. Fuck me hard.”

      His words were gasoline to my already burning blood. A fire shot straight to my dick as I ripped off my underwear and dove down to rim his ass. Licking, thrusting, tasting, my tongue went to work loosening his tight hole.

      Tongue first then my lubed fingers worked in tandem to ready his body before I eased back, rolled the condom down my length, and lined up with his body. “Ready?” I bit out, fighting the urge to slam my cock deep inside him.

      He pressed his ass against my dick and moaned. “Yes, just do it. Fuck me.”

      Giving in to his words, I pulled his calves up to rest on my shoulders before pushing my cock into his ass. “You like that? You want it harder?” As much as I longed to know his name, fucking a stranger was damn hot and had my body shaking with the need to spill myself in him.

      He whimpered again, maneuvered so his legs were wrapped around my waist, and then pulled me deeper. “God, yeah, fuck me. Hard.”

      Rocking into his body, I grabbed his cock and began to stroke.

      “Roll over,” he gasped, pressing against my chest.

      I fought against my body’s protest as I slid from his slick hole. Rolling to my back, I held my cock as he positioned himself and slid down my length. Back inside his tight heat, I pumped hard and fast while watching in greedy anticipation as he stroked his cock.

      “I want to come,” he whined, still stroking himself wildly.

      “Do it, come on me.” I wanted him to paint my stomach, to give me something if I couldn’t know his name. Grabbing his hips, I thrust up over and over until I felt his warm release splatter all over my chest. Watching him empty himself onto my body brought my own release, and I moaned as I filled the condom deep inside his ass.

      As seconds turned to moments, our bodies parted long enough for me to dispose of the condom and grab a towel to clean up. Then, we were back together in the standard king-sized hotel bed where I would hold him close until the next round. Times like this made me think we could possibly have more than just random weekly hookups. “I think we should do this more often,” I hedged, using two fingers under his chin to pull him in for a slow, deep kiss.

      “As long as our time together is anonymous, we can do this as often as you like.” His voice held an edge of determination to keep whatever this was hidden.

      So, I resolved to keep myself detached. I wanted more with a man, but never if our relationship had to be a dirty little secret.
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      “Are you ready?” My best friend’s little sister, Sadie, huffed as she tapped her foot outside the bathroom door at my house. “I swear you take longer than any girl to get ready.”

      “It takes time to look as good as I do,” I teased. “Actually, scrubbing the grease from underneath my fingernails takes a long time. You wouldn’t want a grease monkey showing up to your school’s Open House, would you?”

      “Ew, no. You’re not really wearing coveralls are you?”

      “No, I only wear those to work…and if I think some guy with a mechanic kink would like them. Tonight, I promise to look presentable.” Sadie sighed and I inwardly chuckled. I put the finishing touches on my hair and walked into the kitchen with Sadie following.

      My family’s house in Blueridge Junction had been here for several generations and I loved it. Nestled on Blueridge Hill—the actual hill the town was named after—the Edwards homestead shared the land with only two other properties/families. My cousin, Levi Wells’s family had lived in Blueridge as long as we had. And Cody and Sadie Parker’s family was almost as native to Blueridge as we were.

      We traveled down Blueridge Hill into the town of Blueridge Junction in Colchester County. Blueridge Junction was a sleepy little railroad town in the southern hills of Indiana.

      “So, exactly why are you dragging Levi, Cody, and me to your Open House?” I grabbed my keys and nodded toward the front door. I’d promised Sadie a ride down the hill and we’d pick up Levi at his tattoo shop on the way. Cody would meet us at the school once he finished up at the restaurant his family had owned for several years.

      “I don’t know. Just thought it would be nice for some of my family to see the school and meet the teachers.” Sadie shrugged in a way that told me her real reason wasn’t so nonchalant.

      “Mmm hmm, seems strange that this is your senior year and you’ve never, not once, shown any interest in the three of us going to an Open House. What gives?” I studied her long black curls. When her bright green eyes wouldn’t meet my gaze, my suspicions were confirmed.

      “Fine!” Sadie rolled her eyes and sighed. There’s a drop dead gorgeous new teacher this year. He’s absolutely bring-you-to-your-knees hot.”

      “And? You think having your brother and his best friends with you will make a teacher decide to date a student?” I shot her a look of disbelief. What the hell? I’d known Sadie since she was a baby and now she was after a teacher? Fuck no.

      “No…,” she drawled in a sing-songy voice. “I have no proof and not a single girl in school would ever accept my theory, but I am of the belief that Mr. Pierce is playing for your team.”

      “Again, and?” I didn’t need my best friend’s little sister hooking me up, but I sighed inwardly that she wasn’t chasing after her teacher.

      “I figured either you or Levi might want to take a gander and see if he’s your type.” Sadie shrugged and batted her lashes.

      Crossing the tracks, I rounded the corner and pulled up at Levi’s shop. Putting the truck into park, I turned to face Sadie. “You’re bringing us along to scope out your new male teacher who you think may be gay?”

      Sadie nodded with an excited grin. I rolled my eyes, prepared to explain to Sadie why her plan sucked, but I saw Levi heading our way.

      Levi walked from the shop and climbed into the truck. He always smelled of rubbing alcohol and soap due to sterilizing his machines and washing up.

      “Tell me again why we’re going to an Open House? I didn’t even attend those things when I was an actual student.” Levi grumbled.

      I swear, the man was one of my best friends as well as my cousin, but he needed to get laid. Levi had been a grump for months. “Yeah, Sadie, go ahead and tell Levi why we’re going to the school.” I put the truck into gear and headed toward Blueridge Junction High School.

      “Shit, Sadie, what kind of scheme are you cooking up now?” Levi’s question had merit; Sadie was always setting up things and making plans.

      “There’s a gorgeous new teacher at school, and I think he may be gay. So, I figured you two could check him out and may the best man win,” Sadie quipped.

      Levi rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus, Sade, I mean I appreciate you trying to get us all married, but you can’t expect Micah and me to walk in there and inspect the man like he’s a side of beef. And then, what? We throw down right then and there? Fight to the finish to see who deserves him? Your heart is good, your intentions are in the right place, but you need to think things through sometimes.”

      “I’m not saying you’re going to take him home and have relations tonight.” Sadie rolled her eyes, and I snorted at her choice of words. “I’m just saying that I’m sure he would like to meet new people and you two pretty much only hang out with each other and Cody, so it wouldn’t hurt for you three to have more friends your age.”

      “Does big brother Cody know why you’re dragging us all to the school?” I asked as we pulled into the school parking lot where Cody was waiting for us near the front doors of the school. “And are you trying to set him up with the new teacher, too? Maybe we should just have a foursome so no one feels left out?”

      Sadie watched her brother as he glowered at Kennedy Marks, one of only a few local law enforcement officers in Blueridge Junction. “No, you guys know Cody is so hung up on Kennedy he’d never go for the new teacher. And, please, no more mention of you three involved in group sex. I’ve heard enough about that to last me a lifetime.”

      Levi laughed as we got out of the truck. “What? You were the one who asked how we all ended up figuring out the others were gay. The story had to be told.”

      “La-la-la-la.” Sadie stuck her fingers in her ears to block out Levi’s words.

      I laughed at the memory. The first time Cody had allowed his little sister to join us at a summer bonfire. She’d sat in front of the fire and boldly broached the subject of the three of us being gay.

      “How in the world did cousins and best friends all end up gay? And how did you figure it out about each other?” Sadie sipped a nasty beer Cody had purposely given her in hopes of discouraging her from drinking for a while longer.

      The three of us had laughed as we recalled the day we figured out we were all gay.

      “Well, Cody and Micah had been playing tonsil hockey and practicing their sword swallowing in the locker room one day after track practice. I happened to walk in. Got caught watching, joined in the fun, and the rest is history.” Levi shrugged as if the story was as simple as that.

      “God, that sounds like a bad porn movie.” Sadie wrinkled her nose. “You sucked your cousin’s dick?”

      “God, no.” I shuddered. “Levi and I have never hooked up.”

      “But you’ve both hooked up with Cody?” Sadie looked as if she was going to be sick.

      “A couple times until we figured out what we were doing. Been a long time since those days, huh?” I swigged my beer and laughed with my best friends.

      “Damn, we were horny little bastards back then.” Cody smiled and sighed.

      “Were? Speak for yourself. I’m still a horny bastard.” I waggled my brows.

      “No, stop. No more.” Sadie held up her hands. “From here on out, I don’t want to hear about your sex lives ever again, especially if it includes my brother.”

      From the bonfire on, we had used the info to taunt Sadie whenever the mood struck.

      As we walked to the school’s main doors, Sadie unplugged her ears and turned to face us as Cody joined the group. “Seriously, I know Cody only has eyes for Kennedy,” she began.

      “I can’t stand Kennedy Marks,” Cody barked a little too loudly. His outburst earned him a scowl from Officer Marks who patrolled the sidewalk a few feet away. Cody gritted his teeth and turned back to Sadie. “We hate each other. End of story.”

      Sadie rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say.” She looked at Levi and me. “But, check out hot teacher guy, see if you get the gay vibe. You don’t have to make a move tonight, just feel it out.”

      Levi and I shook our heads at Sadie’s usual matchmaking tactics. There weren’t a whole lot of people in Blueridge Junction. As far as I knew, Cody, Levi, and I were three of only five “out” men in town. I suspected a few closet cases, but they were all a lot older than me. Hence, my preferred random hookups outside of Blueridge.

      “If he’s really hot, do you want to play rock, paper, scissors to see who gets to take him home?” I joked with Levi.

      “Sure. But, I gotta tell you, I could get all kinds of kinky with some teacher roleplaying.” Levi laughed.

      “You guys are impossible.” Sadie huffed as she threw open the door. “Just shut up, enjoy the cookies and juice and see what you think about Mr. Pierce.”

      As my eyes adjusted to the inside lighting, I scanned the crowd. Some of the teachers had been teaching at BJHS for over a decade ago. The school building was the same, but some refurbishing had given it a more modern feel. As Sadie rushed to join her gang of friends, Levi, Cody, and I greeted people we knew and headed toward the refreshments.

      “Cody, could I talk to you for a minute?” Kennedy Marks’s deep voice asked softly.

      Cody clenched his jaw, but stalked off with Kennedy to talk about whatever they needed to discuss.

      “Heeeey.” The lyrical voice greeted us, and Levi closed his eyes as if steeling himself against an attack.

      I glanced at my cousin, curious over his distress before addressing the young man who had spoken. “Evening, Jay. How’s it going?”

      Jay Owens was a walking stereotype of a gay man. Campy, flashy, flamboyant—and absolutely gorgeous. He worked at the local gay bar on the outskirts of town, Strip Teaze, as a dancer. Jay moved to Blueridge Junction at the tender age of eighteen after he fled a less-than-positive home life. Jay had followed Levi around like a lovesick puppy for two years, batting his kohl-lined eyes and pouting his perfect pink pucker in hopes of catching Levi’s eye.

      “It’s great, Micah. Just wanted to come visit the school, see if it was as terrible as I remembered.” Jay grinned before gathering up six cookies in napkins and stuffing them in his pockets. “And maybe take advantage of the free snacks.”

      I caught his guilty blush. My heart went out the kid. He’d lived here for two years, but at the age of twenty he didn’t seem to be doing all that great on his own. Jay was slightly built, almost wispy, and looked as if he hadn’t had a good meal in ages. Watching him stuff cookies in his pocket, I figured he had come to the open house to scrounge for supper.

      “We’re going over to BJ’s B & B after this. Want to go with us?” I surprised myself by asking. Levi’s harsh intake of breath indicated he was just as surprised.

      “Yeah? Sure, I’d love to.” Jay’s eyes brightened and I could almost see the skinny kid salivating at the thought of a real meal.

      “Sounds good.” I checked my watch. “Meet us out front in about thirty minutes.”

      I watched Jay all but skip away.

      Levi growled, “What the fuck did you just do?”

      “Invited a hungry and probably lonely kid to eat dinner with us.” I barely stopped myself from adding, “Duh” to my words. “Why? We were going to eat anyway, what’s it matter?”

      Levi stared hard at me for a moment before taking a deep breath. “Doesn’t matter. Forget I mentioned it.”

      I was distracted from the conversation by whispers, giggles, and sighs from the female students in attendance. Glancing away from Levi to see what the commotion was about, I felt as if I’d been punched in the gut. There, not even twenty feet away, was my nameless guy.

      The best sex partner of my life.

      The man I imagined having more with.

      The guy who refused to disclose his name.

      The one who wanted to keep what was between us hidden.

      He was the new Social Studies teacher? Sadie had called him Mr. Pierce, and I found it hurt that my best friend’s little sister knew his name before I did. And I found my gut churned at the thought of her sitting in his class day after day when I only got him once every week or so.

      I knew the moment he recognized me because his face went ashen then took on a green tint as if he was trying not to vomit. He looked around wildly as if looking for a quick escape route.

      Taking a step toward him, I immediately stopped at the quick shake of his head, warning me away. This wouldn’t be a meet-and-greet of two men who had shared many hot, steamy nights. Mr. Pierce was making very clear he wanted nothing to do with me, at least in public.

      I clenched my jaw and gave him a small nod of understanding before walking away. Something drew me to that man. Something caught in my gut each time I thought of him, but I wouldn’t hide myself for him.

      How the hell had he ended up in Blueridge Junction?
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      Fuck my life.

      I’d moved to one of the most unknown, out-of-the-way towns in America in order to start over, teach a subject I love, and escape the ugliness of my past.

      And the one guy I can’t get out of my fucking mind lives here?

      Fuck. My. Life.

      “Mr. Pierce, I’d like to introduce you to some of Blueridge Junction’s original families.” Mr. Sutton, the principal, motioned me toward him.

      Mike was standing nearby along with two other devastatingly handsome men. The last thing in the world I wanted was walk over and speak to them, but my boss was waiting. No way to gracefully escape existed. Steeling myself against whatever was about to play out, I plastered on a smile and joined Mr. Sutton. So much for keeping distance between us until I could escape.

      “Micah, gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to Coleman Pierce, Blueridge Junction’s newest social studies teacher. Coleman, this is Micah Edwards and his cousin, Levi Wells. Cody Parker completes this little trio. They’ve been inseparable since birth.” Mr. Sutton puffed out his chest as he made introductions.

      “Coleman Pierce, nice to put a name with the face,” Micah taunted, arching his left brow.

      Micah. The name fit him. Micah. It became a chant in my head. I’d shared more nights of passion and lust with this man than with any in my entire life. He haunted my dreams. He made me want things I could never want again. And now, he had a name. And he lived in the same town as me. Or, I guess I lived in the same town as him. Either way, fuck my life.

      “Dude, you mean a face with a name, right? Cody’s little sister, Sadie has been going on and on about Mr. Pierce ever since the school year started. Nice to meet you.” Levi shook my hand.

      “Yeah, yeah, my bad,” Micah agreed, but I knew the mix up of words hadn’t been a mistake.

      “I go by Cole,” I said, shaking each man’s hand and trying not to visibly shiver when Micah’s touch sent a jolt of lust straight through me. “Nice to meet all of you.” My voice cracked, but I hoped no one noticed.

      “Cole. Got it.” Micah’s grin was wicked and it did terrible things to my insides. Wonderful, hot, delicious things.

      “So, social studies, huh?” Cody’s question pulled me back to the conversation.

      “Yeah, b-best subject ever…uh…in my opinion.” Why was I stuttering and tripping all over my words? I taught classes filled with thirty students. I should be able to speak to three men about my chosen profession. But the heat coming from Micah was short-circuiting my brain. “Um, so, what do you guys do?”

      “I manage my family’s restaurant and bar, BJ’s Burgers & Beer.” Cody threw a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the establishment

      “BJ’s B & B? Yeah, I’ve seen it and heard tell of the great food.” I nodded.

      “It’s not the only place to eat in town, but it’s got the best food and great prices. Plus, the atmosphere is very open and friendly.”

      Why would Cody throw in that part about open and friendly? Open to what? Friendly to whom? Was Cody implying something? Had Micah said something? No, he hadn’t even known my name. Shit, I would end up with a damn ulcer. “I’ll definitely have to come try it. I don’t do much cooking, so good food at a good price is right up my alley. How late are you open?” I wondered if I could grab something to go that evening. I still had papers to grade after Open House.

      “Open every day, ten in the morning to ten at night for food. Bar is open five p.m. to two a.m. We are open for lunch on Sunday, but we close after three p.m.”

      The info pretty much went over my head because my attention was focused on keeping my gaze from straying to Micah. “Closed on Sundays for church?” I asked the first question that came to mind not really even caring if it made sense.

      The three men snorted, and Mr. Sutton huffed and walked away.

      “Yeah, something like that.” Cody grinned.

      I definitely missed an inside joke, but I was too overwhelmed to think about it.

      “What about you?” I turned toward Levi. Would I need to ask Micah what he did, or would it be okay to just skip him? Too obvious, right?

      “I’m the best tattoo artist in town.” Levi’s face held a smug grin.

      “He’s the only tattoo artist in town,” Cody interjected. “But, he truly is the best.”

      “Ah, good to know,” I sputtered and took in the ink that filled Levi’s arms. The designs and colors were beautiful. “If I ever decide I want a tattoo, I’ll know where to go.”

      And then an awkward and very obvious lull occurred. Turning to Micah and asking a casual question would have made the most sense, but I was frozen. My brain wouldn’t work, body wouldn’t move, and words wouldn’t come.

      Levi gave me a strange look before glancing at his cousin. Clearing his throat, he broke the silence. “And Micah here is a mechanic. Works at his family’s shop.”

      I darted a glance at Micah, nodding my head briefly. “So, I can get food, ink, and an oil change. Sounds like I’m set. Who knew Blueridge Junction would have so many luxuries?”

      The men laughed. Well, Levi and Cody laughed. Micah remained quiet.

      “Yeah, old BJ has pretty much everything we need.” Cody’s use of the town’s initials confused me for a second before my brain caught up. “Didn’t always used to be that way. But, traveling to the bigger towns got expensive and wasn’t convenient, so people started setting up shop here. After a while, we got some extras. Used to be, people moved away from BJ as soon as they were old enough. But now, many choose to stay. It’s a great place to live.”

      “How long have you been here?” Levi tossed another glance at Micah before turning his attention to my answer.

      “I’m not even officially moved in. Driving an hour each way every day was going to suck and add wear and tear on my already beat up car, so Mr. Sutton let me sleep at the school most of this week. I’ll drive back this weekend and load up my car. Should be able to move into the apartment on Saturday.” I was really looking forward to having a place to call my own. I’d be sleeping on the carpet in my apartment until I could buy a couch or mattress, but at least I wouldn’t be squatting at the school and taking showers in the locker room. Plus, Mr. Sutton had been very clear that staying at the school was a limited time offer.

      “Well, be sure to give us a holler if you need help with anything.” Levi nodded out the window toward the hill that towered in the distance. “The three of us live up on Blueridge Hill. We’re the only houses up there, so you’ll be able to find one of us no matter which house you pick.”

      “Okay, that sounds good. Thanks.” No way in hell did I plan on calling any of them. I needed to keep my distance. Levi and Cody seemed nice enough, but Micah was my Kryptonite. I couldn’t allow myself to get close to him. The draw was too strong. If I was going to keep my secret, I had to stay away from Micah.

      “We’re heading to grab dinner, want to join us?” Levi asked but his attention was turned toward Micah. Levi and Cody seemed to be studying him, but Micah only furrowed his brow before frowning at his friends.

      “Ah, thanks, but no. I need to get some papers graded after this event is over.” My stomach rumbled in protest, but I had some protein bars to hold me over until I could get moved into my apartment and buy some groceries. I’d get takeout some other night—when Micah wasn’t around.

      “Suit yourself.” Levi shrugged. “Good to meet you.”

      Micah seemed to come out of his trance and he reached for my hand. When our skin met, I gasped as electric shocks sparked between us again. “Great meeting you, Cole. Looking forward to seeing you around town. Let me know if you need help getting settled.”

      The heat in his touch, the fire in his eyes, and the promise in his words threatened to undo me. I didn’t hear a word of what Cody and Levi said as they departed.

      My boss had been hovering at the edge of the little meet-and-greet, but once they left, he returned to my side. “That went well. You’ll need to become friends with those three if you want to fit in here. The Edwards, Wells, and Parker names are held in high regard. I can’t say I approve of everything those boys do, but their families rule this town. Founding fathers type stuff.” Mr. Sutton rattled on, but I could concentrate on nothing more than Micah’s perfect ass as he walked away. And on how the hell I was going to make it in Blueridge Junction with Micah Fuckin’ Edwards as one of the Golden Boys.

      Fuck. My. Life.
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      “What the hell were you doing inviting him to dinner?” I rounded on Levi as soon as we were out of the building.

      “Whoa, man. Chill out.” Levi protested. “What? You can invite anyone you want to eat with us, but I can’t extend the same invite to the new guy in town?”

      His question rankled me. “Got the hots for him?” I challenged even though I knew I sounded like a brat.

      “No, didn’t feel a spark between us, but he seems like a nice guy. He seemed lonely. Thought it would be a nice gesture.” Levi shrugged. “Since we’re on the subject though, why are you so damn prickly? You have the hots for him?”

      My cousin had no clue. Hot for Cole—finally a damn name—didn’t even begin to describe what I felt. Desire, longing, anger, confusion, and yes, definitely hot.

      “Still want to take me to dinner, daddy?” Jay saved me from having to answer Levi by strutting up at that exact moment.

      “Damnit, Jay, don’t call me that,” Levi growled.

      “It’s a term of endearment.” Jay pouted, batting lashes anyone would die for. “Means I like you.” Jay blew a kiss to Levi, and Cody and I busted out laughing.

      “It’s inappropriate,” Levi snapped. “I’m thirty fuckin’ years old. You’re barely legal.”

      “I’m almost twenty-one,” Jay corrected.

      “Doesn’t matter. Even if I wanted something to happen between us—which I don’t—you are way too young and definitely not my type.” Levi’s words were harsher than I thought they needed to be, and I winced at the wounded look on Jay’s face.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Jay seemed to fortify himself. “Fine, whatev. I like a challenge.” Jay put a hand on the back of Levi’s neck and stood on his tiptoes to whisper loudly in Levi’s ear. “I’ll wear you down, bit by bit, daddy. You won’t be able to resist me forever.”

      “Watch me.” Levi turned, walked toward BJ’s Burgers & Beer, and then shot a glance over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you guys there.”

      “I’ve never seen someone get under Levi’s skin the way you do, kid.” I slapped Jay on the back and motioned toward my truck.

      “It’s my specialty. I tend to annoy the fuck out of most people,” Jay quipped.

      His words were careless, but I suspected Levi’s cold shoulder hurt more than the young man let on.

      “And, how ironic that I get under the skin of Mr. Badass Tattoo Artist? You know, with him putting ink under people’s skin for a living.”

      We’d covered the few blocks to BJ’s B&B so I just smirked at Jay’s comment as we got out of the truck.

      Cody had a table ready for us when we walked in. Levi entered behind us, scowling for all he was worth. As I sat down, I couldn’t stop thinking about Cole. Jay was grinning ear-to-ear, seemingly oblivious to the tension around him. The kid’s tongue nearly fell out of his mouth when he began scanning the menu. Knowing Jay didn’t have much money, I put him out of his misery. “Get whatever you want, it’s on me.” I gestured toward the menu.

      Levi put his head in both hands and groaned.

      “What? I can’t treat? Fine, you can buy.” I tossed a straw paper at him.

      “It’s like feeding a damn stray cat,” Levi mumbled. “Now he’ll never leave.”

      I glared at my cousin. “No need to be rude.” Glancing at Jay, though, I saw the kid was too busy making dinner decision to care about what Levi said.

      Cody walked over and plopped down three plates of appetizers. “Dinner’s on the house, men. Eat up.”

      Jay shoveled food in his mouth.

      “Anything you don’t eat can be boxed up and taken home for leftovers.”

      I knew right then and there that Cody would make sure Jay took home a week’s worth of leftovers. Levi simply shook his head in defeat.

      The next hour was spent dividing my time between watching Jay eat like he’d not had a good meal in years, laughing at the constant quarrel among Jay and Levi about a tattoo—Jay wanted Levi to ink him, Levi refused until Jay was at least twenty-one and maybe not even then— and thinking about Cole. The man hadn’t left my mind for more than a moment or two since our last hookup. How the hell was I supposed to live in the same town as him if he wouldn’t give me the time of day outside of a hotel room?

      Recalling Jay’s words from earlier, I let the beginnings of a plan start to grow in my head. Cole wouldn’t be able to resist me forever. Could he? I could wear him down bit by bit, right? Did I really have it in me to fight for a man who was determined to never come out of his hiding place?
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      Two weeks later, I concluded Cole was a lost cause. The texts I’d sent him daily had been completely ignored. The phone calls I’d made went straight to voicemail—and I’d stopped leaving messages a couple days after I realized how pathetic I sounded.

      The harshest punch to the stomach was when Cole blocked me on the dating app.

      I didn’t even see him around town. I heard people talk about him. Sadie went on and on about Mr. Pierce and how much she loved his class. Cody said he’d seen Cole in BJ’s Burgers & Beer several times getting two lunches to go which meant he was buying lunch for someone else, or he was taking the extra home for dinner.

      Hell, even my own parents saw Cole more than I did.

      “Saw that damn sissy school teacher in town again today. Driving a piece of shit car, wearing that punk girly ponytail, in those fuckin’ skinny leg pants of his,” Dad groused at the dinner table. “Don’t know what the damn school board was thinking hiring the likes of him.”

      “The students seem to like him, and he was obviously qualified.” Mom spoke softly.

      Didn’t matter how many times I reminded Dad that Levi, Cody, and I were gay, he refused to accept it, acknowledge it, or speak of it. But he had no problem gouging me over and over with his diatribe about other men he assumed were gay.

      “Town doesn’t need faggots running the place. We need real men to take over when us old timers retire.” Dad waved his fork around, gravy dripping from a chunk of beef. “Upstanding, responsible, respectable men like your brother, Mitch, and Kennedy Marks.”

      Dad would shit a brick if he ever found out Officer Kennedy Marks was gay. How he hadn’t figured it out yet was beyond me. Guess he just didn’t see anything stereotypically gay about Kennedy.

      And Mitch. Good old Mitch. Big brother extraordinaire. We’d never really been close, even as kids. Mitch had absolutely no interest in taking over the mechanic shop when Dad retired, but that didn’t matter to Dad. The man would turn the business over to Mitch just to spite me. Passive aggressive piece of shit.

      My dad knew I wanted to take over the shop. I’d been planning on it since I was old enough to change oil and replace a flat. But, Dad didn’t approve of my sexuality. His constant hateful comments regarding other gay men and his desire to give the shop to Mitch hurt me every time.

      I excused myself from the table, put my dishes in the sink, kissed my momma on the cheek, and headed toward my truck. I had to be at the shop early in the morning, but I refused to hang around and be shamed by my father. The best thing about the three houses on Blueridge Hill was they all had guesthouses. Levi had moved into the main house when his parents died. Cody and I still lived in the guesthouses on our parents’ property.

      In my truck, I pulled up to Cody’s house without much thought on my part. Levi was an only child and his parents died when he was a senior in high school. My mom was okay, but my dad was shit. Cody’s parents had supported the three of us since before we’d even realized we were gay. Hank and Marian were more there for me than my parents ever had been.

      “Daddy dearest being a prick?” Hank asked from his spot on the swing as I climbed the steps to the Parker’s front porch.

      “As usual,” I replied. “Cody home?”

      “Should be soon. Grab a beer.” Hank nodded his head toward the door. “Marian is inside, she’d love to see you.”

      By the time Cody got home, Hank and I were laughing at memories of Levi, Cody, and me as youngsters.

      “Good seeing you, Micah.” Hank stood from the porch swing. “It’s my bedtime. I’ve got to open the restaurant tomorrow. No good dirty rotten manager I hired thinks he needs to come in late after his closing shifts.” Hank chucked Cody on the shoulder before retiring inside for the night.

      Cody popped inside the house before returning with two more beers. “What’s up man?” He motioned toward the yard, and we walked toward the stream where we used to play as kids.

      “Nothing much. Just wanted to get out of the house. Dad was going on and on about that new teacher. Then he started in on how Mitch was the best choice for taking over the shop. Too early to go to bed, so I went for a drive.” I shrugged and swigged my beer. And, if I went to bed this early, I’d just end up jerking off to images of Cole.

      “You ever think we could do better than Blueridge Junction?” Cody asked out of the blue.

      I studied my best friend’s face and thought about his question. “Not sure. I mean, I’m sure we could be successful in many places. And sometimes I think it would be nice to live in a bigger city. More people, more options, just more. But, overall, I like what we’ve got here. I don’t think I’d want to leave.” My heart thumped wildly as I wondered what had brought on the question. “Why, you thinking of leaving?”

      Cody sipped his beer silently for a few moments. “Not really.” He sighed. “I mean, I think it’d be nice to see the vast variety the world has to offer outside of Blueridge Junction.” He threw a twig in the water. “I feel like it would be so much easier sometimes to be in a big city. More anonymity, more acceptance, just more. I mean, I don’t feel like the three of us hide who we really are, but sometimes it feels like we can’t truly be who we really are.”

      I thought about his words. “I mean, you have your Sundays at the bar. That’s something you wanted and you made it happen. If I remember correctly you didn’t give a damn about what the town said. I mean, it’s not like you’re plastering the town with advertisements of the event, but it brings people in.”

      “Yeah, I know. And I appreciate that.” Cody finished his beer. “I guess sometimes I just wish we were in a place where we weren’t being studied so much. Feels like there’s always someone watching and judging.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” And I did understand exactly what Cody was saying. “But, this is our home. The town was built by our ancestors. Our families are Blueridge Junction.”

      We watched a cloud tease the edge of the moon before Cody turned a shit-eating grin my way. “Damn straight we are. And we’re the fucking BJ Boys.”

      “Not sure straight’s the right word,” I joked.

      Cody and I spent the next thirty minutes shootin’ the shit before I said I needed to head home. “Gotta be at the shop early in the morning.” I slapped him on the back. “Thanks for the beer. Tell Hank and Marian goodnight for me.”

      That night, same as all the other nights since meeting Cole Pierce, I dreamed of him.
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      “Need you to tow a car in,” Dad hollered from the office.

      “I’m up to my elbows in grease, can’t one of the other guys do it?” I pressed away from the vehicle I was working on.

      “I’m still in charge around here, and I said I want you to tow the car in.” Dad threw a paper airplane at me before he slammed his office door. Before I could even wipe my hands on a towel, Dad yanked the door back open. “And the customer is waiting with the car. Don’t make ‘em wait.”

      Cleaning my hands the best I could, I grabbed a couple waters and headed toward the tow truck. Unfolding the piece of paper, I checked the address. No GPS was needed, I knew Blueridge Junction like the back of my hand, although the customer had broken down almost as far away from town as possible.

      I reached the broken-down car on a deserted stretch of road between BJ and the next town over. Pulling up behind the junky vehicle, I laughed out loud and felt my heart beat rapidly.

      Cole Fuckin’ Pierce was standing next to the car.

      I slid from the cab of the tow truck. “Cole. Fancy meeting you here.” I sauntered toward the man and smiled when he realized I was the one who had come to rescue him.

      “Fuck my life,” Cole mumbled.

      “What was that?” I couldn’t keep the laughter from my voice.

      “Nothing.” Cole huffed. “Are you the only tow truck in town?”

      “Yes, sir’ee.” I held out my hand. “Micah Edwards of Ed’s Autos at your service.”

      “Damn it. Stupid phone barely gets service out here. I about used up all my damn data looking up the closest repair shop. Should’ve known it would be you.” Cole grumbled.

      “Well, if you want to get technical. My father, Ed Edwards, took your call. He just sent me out to tow you in.” I wasn’t mad at dear old dad for sending me out on the call. Not mad at all.

      “Whatever. Let’s just get the car towed into town.” Cole reached into his pocket for his keys and then looked forlornly at the boxes in the backseat. “Can the boxes ride back there?”

      “Sure. Not a problem. I can swing by your place to drop off the boxes and you before I take your car to the shop.” While I was frustrated with Cole, I wouldn’t be a dick about things.

      Cole stuttered and shuffled his feet. “Um, so, how much do you think it will be to fix the car?”

      Fighting not to roll my eyes, I took pity on the guy. “Depends on what’s wrong with it. No way to know until I get under her and check things out.” I started hooking up the car to the truck. “First tow into town is free.” That wasn’t the truth, but I wouldn’t make Cole pay. Fate had led me out to him, and I wasn’t going to tempt fate by making him pay. No, I’d just tempt my father’s anger by not charging for a service. “I’ll take a look at the car and figure out what’s wrong. Then, I’ll have a better idea of what the parts and service will cost.”

      Cole nodded in defeat. “So, um, if you find out what’s wrong with it and I can’t afford to have it fixed, how much will the bill be?”

      Money was clearly tight.

      “Too soon to tell. Let’s just get you back into town and the car up on the block. I’ll be able to tell you more once I get a good look under her hood.” I had the car hooked up and ready. “Come on, hop in.” I gestured toward the passenger door of the tow truck.

      When Cole came to the door, I knew I had a decision to make. Play it cool and go easy on Cole like I was perfectly fine with the way things had played out. Or. Or, I could lay it all out for him. Grill him. Put him on the spot. Let him know I wasn’t okay with the way things had gone down.

      With a wide-open field at my back, and the truck between us and the empty road, I stepped forward and pinned Cole against the door. “I’ve tried texting and calling, Cole.” The heat of the day surrounded us, but the heat that sizzled between our bodies was almost painful.

      “I’ve been busy with school and moving and…,” Cole’s excuses trailed off as I nibbled on his ear.

      “So, once you’re moved and settled in, you’ll take my calls? Respond to my texts? Unblock me on the dating app?” My lips tingled as they brushed against his stubbly jawline. I tasted the faint saltiness of sweat upon his skin. Cole’s head fell back against the truck window, allowing me access to his neck and throat. I’d missed this, I’d missed him. “Answer me, Cole.” But, I didn’t give him much chance to answer as I kissed and nibbled along his neck.

      Cole rocked against me, breathing heavily when I caught his hips in my hands and held him still so I could thrust my cock roughly against his. “Micah, stop. We can’t do this out here. Someone will see.”

      His words lit a fire to my anger while dousing my desire with ice water.

      “So, you’re still up for hookups as long as they remain secret and hidden?” I bit out the question even as I already knew the answer.

      “More so now than ever.” Cole’s breathing was ragged. His lips plump. His skin flushed. He looked one hundred percent fuckable. “I’m a teacher. I can’t be out and proud like you. I could lose my job if the people in charge got wind of it.”

      “Of what? Messing around with me?” I scoffed. “Blueridge Junction fuckin’ loves me. You couldn’t do much better in the town’s eyes.”

      “Not because of you.” Cole sighed. “A gay mechanic is one thing. But, very few people in a small town are okay with an educator being gay. You can’t turn a car gay by working on it, but I may just turn a student gay by teaching them social studies.” Cole’s words were bitter.

      “You admit you’re gay.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Of course I’m gay.” Cole rolled his eyes.

      “But, you’re planning to hide it from the whole town?” My anger fought with my pity for the man.

      “It’s not a choice. If I want to keep my job, I have to hide it.” His jaw clenched as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “For how long?”

      “Forever.”

      My chest ached both at my loss of whatever he and I could have been and his lonely future.

      “You’re going to deny who you really are for a job?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “You wouldn’t understand.” Cole shook his head.

      I wanted to challenge him. To push him. To force him to tell me more about his ridiculous plan. But, I knew I’d prodded enough right then, so I let it go. “We aren’t done talking about this.” I tipped up his chin so I could brush a soft kiss against his lips. “And this isn’t done.” I sealed the promise with a final kiss before opening the truck door to help Cole inside.

      The ride back to town was fairly quiet. There was much I wanted to say. Much I wanted to ask. But, Cole looked run down, ragged, and ready to drop. “Hey, where’s your new place?”

      Cole pulled himself from his sleepy trance and faced me. “Oh, um, the apartments behind the park.”

      I worked to keep the surprise from my face. The four unit building was about as run down as anything a person could find in Blueridge Junction. Why the hell would Cole choose to live there?

      “Yeah, I know. Not the best of places, but it’s all I could afford for now.” Cole read my thoughts as easily as if I’d spoken the words.

      “No worries, man.” I felt bad for judging. Cole deserved better than a run-down little hole in the wall. I wanted to give him more. Pushing away the thought, I continued. “I know where it’s at. I’ll get you dropped off and get Bessie here back to the shop.”

      “Bessie?” Cole smirked.

      “Yeah. Bessie. You know, that piece of junk you drive that I’m currently hauling behind us?” I threw my thumb over my shoulder.

      “Bessie has served me well for several years I’ll have you know.” Cole chewed on his bottom lip. “Really hope she’s got a few more years left in her.”

      “If she’s fixable, I can fix her.” Without thinking, I reached for Cole’s hand and squeezed. “Really, I’m the best mechanic in BJ and probably for three counties. I’ll get Bessie running again.”

      Cole let me hold his hand for a few seconds before closing his eyes, taking a deep breath, giving my hand a squeeze, and letting go. I knew letting me go pained him because I was feeling the same when our hands broke apart. I pulled up to his new place. “Want help with the boxes?” I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

      Cole likely gave himself whiplash turning to look at me as if I was insane. “No, I’ll get them, but thanks.” He jumped from the truck and grabbed the boxes from his car. Stacking them on the sidewalk, he came back to the truck. “So, um, yeah. You can call me. About the car.” His meaning was clear.

      “Oh, I’ll call you.” My words were meant to sound threatening, and the blanch of Cole’s face made it clear I had hit my mark too. “Remember, we’re not done with our conversation. Or anything else.”

      “We have to be.” Cole straightened from the window. “There’s no other choice.”

      “There’s always another choice. You just have to be willing to accept it.” I winked and then eased the truck away from the curb.

      By the time I got Bessie back to the shop, I breathed a sigh of relief that Dad had left for the day.

      Finishing up the car I’d been working on before the call to rescue Cole came through, I called the customer and let them know it was available to pick up. I grabbed a bite to eat and then got Bessie jacked up. “All right, girl. Let’s take a looksee at what’s troubling you.”

      I spent the rest of the day and well into the evening absolutely in my element. I had the shop to myself. Music thumping. A car to puzzle over. And thoughts of Cole dancing through my head. Thank you, Dad, for being a lazy, no-good asshole and sending me on a call out.
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      “Well, hello there, Mr. Pierce.” Jay Owens perched next to me at the bar where I was waiting on my to-go order.

      I’d met Jay through Cody, the owner of BJ’s Burgers & Beer where I got seventy-five percent of my meals. A lot of people in town were friendly, welcoming, and perfectly nice. But, somehow, I had managed to land mostly gay men in the majority of my new friends. Birds of a feather, I guess.

      “Hi, Jay. And call me Cole. Mr. Pierce seems sort of creepy the way you say it.” I was only slightly joking.

      “It’s supposed to,” Jay drawled and winked. “No, but seriously, where’s your car? I’ve seen you walking lately.”

      “It’s in the shop. Broke down on the last trip back from my old place.” I checked the time. I had nowhere to be, but chit-chat with Jay rarely stayed neutral.

      “Micah’s working on your car?” Jay’s eyes bugged out.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Just, if Micah was working on my car, I’d be over there from open until close watching.” Jay bit his lip.

      “You don’t have a car, Jay.” I rolled my eyes and tried to change the subject.

      “Elementary, my dear. You totally know what I mean.” Jay fanned himself. “Mmm, just think of Micah all sweaty. Pulling those coveralls down to his waist. Bending over that car just like he’d bend over you.”

      “Whoa, okay. Calm down there before you work yourself into a froth.” I had to laugh at Jay’s detailed description.

      Cody came over and plopped down my to-go bag. He handed Jay a bag as well. “Here, made too many fries. You can take them.”

      Jay smiled and grabbed the bag. “Thanks, Papa Bear.”

      “Call me that again and I’ll take them back.” Cody flicked a towel at Jay as we walked to the register to pay.

      Once out on the sidewalk, Jay and I sauntered toward the park.

      “You’ve got to know that Micah is like majorly hot for you, right?” Jay asked around a mouthful of fries.

      “No. He’s not. And, even if he was, it wouldn’t matter. I’m not looking.” The lies rolled from my tongue easier each time I said them.

      “Girl, you keep telling yourself that all you want, but I’m telling you. Micah Edwards is totally hot for Cole Pierce.” Jay teased. “It’s like fate. You end up teaching here. Your car breaks down. Hot-as-sin Micah Edwards comes to rescue you in his big truck. Mmm, I’d let him hoist me up and tow me anywhere he wants.”

      “Dude, chill out. Micah doesn’t like me. I don’t like Micah. I’m not looking for anything in the romance department. My job is what’s important to me.” We had almost reached the park. I’d go one way and Jay would, hopefully, go his own way.

      “Only having your job to fulfill you is a sad and lonely way to live. You need friends and love. And sex. Lots of sex.” Jay gave a dramatic sigh.

      “I’m making friends. I love my job. And sex is overrated.” Lies, lies, lies.

      “Then you’re not having it right,” Jay quipped.

      “Yeah? Who are you having sex with?” I challenged in hopes of changing the subject.

      “Me?” Jay put a hand to his chest. “Ladies don’t kiss and tell, but I’ll have you know I’m saving myself for the right person.”

      I couldn’t help the look of shock on my face. Glancing around, I whispered, “You’re a virgin?”

      Jay sobered quickly. “Yeah, but can you keep that quiet? I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “No problem, your secret is safe.” I held up my hand in promise.

      Jay slung an arm around my neck. “And your secret is safe with me. For now.”

      Panicked, I pulled away. “What secret?”

      Jay smiled sadly. “Cole, you need to start being honest with yourself. No town, no job, nothing is worth being miserable over. Your eyes light up when I even mention Micah. This town may not be the most forward-thinking and open-minded place in the world, but it’s not too bad. I mean, Micah, Levi, Cody, and Kennedy all get along just fine here. Yeah, run-of-the-mill homophobes exist here, but if I can make it in BJ, anyone can. Don’t keep feeding yourself lies. Your job isn’t going to hold you, kiss you, love you. You need more than that. Don’t stay trapped in that self-imposed closet forever. You’ll wither away from loneliness and self-hate.” Jay twirled around gracefully. “Come out and play! You’ve got people to support you.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m perfectly happy with my life.”

      Jay’s eyes were sad when he cupped my cheek. “I’ll forgive you for lying to me. This time. But, pretty soon, you’ll have to accept the truth.”
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      That night, I tossed and turned in bed for several hours. Damn Jay and his little speech. I was perfectly happy with my life. I loved teaching. I had moved on from some really shitty things that I preferred to keep in the past. I was making a new path for myself.

      Yes, I liked Micah Edwards. The sex was amazing, but I liked him for more than just that. But Micah wasn’t the type to hide. Micah was brave and courageous and stood up for what he believed in. He wouldn’t accept keeping things on the down low. And I couldn’t make my sexuality known. End of story.

      I’d have to make Micah understand that we either kept things secret and keep hooking up, or we accepted that what we had was over. Could we just be friends? I wasn’t sure I was strong enough for that. Could I stand to be around when Micah found someone else?

      First thing the next day I would go by the auto shop and check on my car. And, if possible, talk to Micah about…well, talk to him about all the stuff we needed to discuss.
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      I felt his presence before he spoke. Thankfully, Dad was locked away in his office, likely sleeping at his desk while he pretended to do paperwork. The arrival of someone at the shop could have been anyone, but somehow, I knew it was Cole.

      He cleared his throat. “What’s the damage?”

      I rolled myself out from underneath the vehicle slowly. Allowing my gaze to travel from Cole’s black dress shoes, up his trim-fit pants, to his fitted button-up, before I stopped momentarily at his tie and thought of all the things we could do with that accessory. Not standing from the creeper, I stared up at Cole from flat on my back. In this position, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering to how he’d ridden me on the last night we were together. From the fiery gaze Cole pinned on me, I had a feeling his mind went there as well.

      “I’ll get you an itemized list of parts and services, but the grand total shouldn’t be more than about two hundred.” In actuality, the car needed about six hundred dollars worth of work, but I figured Cole’s teacher paycheck didn’t have much left at the end of the month. I’d charge him for parts, but I would service the car for free in my spare time.

      Cole’s face was immediately filled with relief. “Whew. I mean two hundred isn’t pocket change, but it’s doable. That’s great to hear. Thanks.”

      “No worries.” I wiped my hands on a shop towel and stood to face Cole. “We’re pretty backed up right now, so it may be a few more days until I can get her back to you.”

      Cole stood chest-to-chest with me for a brief moment before taking a step back. But not before I saw the grit of his jaw and the flutter of his pulse under the soft skin of his neck. “Not a problem. The weather hasn’t been bad, so walking isn’t an issue. Plus, I don’t live far from work or the B & B. Aside from picking up groceries, there’s not many other places in town I need to go.”

      “I can take you to get groceries later.” I checked my watch. “Will you be home about six-thirty?”

      “I don’t need you to take me for groceries.” Cole huffed. “In fact, that’s what I came here to talk to you about. I mean, other than my car.”

      “Groceries?” I goaded.

      “No.” Cole took a deep breath and ran a hand over his face. “Can you take a break so we can talk?” He looked over his shoulder at my dad’s office. “In private?”

      I narrowed my eyes as I briefly wondered just what Cole wanted to talk about. Gut reaction was that I wouldn’t like it. I nodded my head toward the backdoor of the shop. “Sure.” I led the way through the bay.

      Once outside, I took a seat on top of the picnic table while Cole kept his distance. When he looked at me, I simply raised a brow in question. This was Cole’s show for the moment.

      “Okay, so, I’ve been thinking,” Cole blurted.

      “And?” I had no intention of making the situation easy.

      “I would really like to continue what we had going before I moved to Blueridge Junction.” Cole rushed his words.

      “Me too,” I drawled.

      “Yeah?” Cole’s face registered his surprise.

      “Definitely.” I nodded.

      “So, should we keep going to the same hotel or maybe there’s a place closer to BJ?”

      “There’s a place closer. In fact, it’s right here in BJ.” I gave him a wicked grin. “My bed is right up the hill. Perfect spot.”

      “No, I thought I made myself clear.” Cole crossed his arms. “I can’t be seen hooking up with guys. Too many townspeople and school board members would balk at finding out I’m gay.”

      “And I thought I made myself clear.” I stood to use my height to full advantage. “I want you in my life and in my bed. But I won’t go back to hiding. We don’t have to advertise it, but I’m not sneaking around.”

      Cole sighed deeply and closed his eyes. “Then I guess we’re at an impasse.”

      “Yeah, I guess we are.” I stepped forward, backing him into the wall. “When you figure out you’re tired of being alone, come on back.” Grazing his jawline with my thumb, I whispered, “I’d love to see what we could become.”

      Cole’s nostrils flared with what appeared to be equal parts desire and anger.

      “I’ll come back.”

      My heart stuttered a beat before he continued. “When my car is ready.” And with that, he turned and stalked toward the door.

      “What are you pansy asses doing out here?” My dad stood in the doorway, blocking Cole’s escape. “I don’t pay you to have tea and cookies with the likes of him.” Dad spoke to me as if Cole wasn’t standing right in front of him. “Can’t count on you to keep things running right around here. Damn near have to do everything myself if I want it done right.” Dad gave Cole an evil eye before retreating back into the shop. “Get back to work, boy!”

      My stomach churned. I’d never wanted Cole to be subjected to Dad’s hatred. Glancing at Cole, I watched him let out a long breath.

      “Sorry about that. Dad’s an ass. Always has been, always will be. The Wells and Parker families run Blueridge Junction on respect and mutual admiration. The Edwards family, at least since Dad’s generation, got our place through plain old bullying.” I watched/studied the empty doorway where my father had been. I truly hated the man. If it wasn’t my sexuality he was bitching about, it was something else. He’d never been happy with anything in life. And Mom was almost as bad. I mean, she tried, but she had never once stood up to my dad and spoken her mind. And who knows, maybe she was more in agreement with Dad than I thought. More than once, Cody and Levi and even mere acquaintances had remarked on how amazing it was that I’d turned out pleasant and respectable. I guess I decided early on to model myself as the complete opposite of my father. And I definitely wanted my future relationship to be one hundred percent different than my parents’ marriage.

      “No. I mean, yes, he’s an ass.” Cole scowled and shook his head. “But, that right there? The way he acted? That is exactly why I can’t be out and proud and dating guys.” Cole shook his head. “It’s just the way it is for me.” He turned and walked away.

      I stared after him, feeling an ache in my chest. How did I feel such a connection and such a rightness with a guy I barely knew past our great times in bed? It didn’t make sense, but something deeper than sex existed between us.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you and Cole, huh?” Jay sauntered into the bay while I was finishing up the last bit of work on Bessie for the day.

      I jerked my head toward Dad’s office, relieved to find it dark. He must have left while I was working. “No, doesn’t look like it.” I wrinkled my brow at the kid. “Why?”

      “Because it’s obvious you two fine men are hot for each other. So, what’s the issue?” Jay popped a hip and cocked his head with a heap of sass thrown in for good measure.

      “The issue is…,” I started, then paused. “Why am I telling you this? It’s really none of your business.”

      “Well, Papi, I happen to know a certain hot-as-fuck social studies teacher was just seen walking into the grocery store. Since his car is here being worked over by your strong and capable hands,” Jay batted his lashes and bit his lip, “I thought maybe a manly mechanic such as yourself may want to go offer said teacher a ride. In your truck. And later, on your stick shift. If you get my drift.”

      I took a deep breath. “Yeah, Jay, I get your drift. And don’t call me Papi.” I put my tools away while I spoke. “I will deny this if you breathe a word of it to anyone, but that ship has sailed.”

      Jay crinkled his nose. “You two did the deed and it sucked? Damn, I’m sorry. I didn’t see that one coming.”

      I laughed. “No, it most definitely didn’t suck.”

      “I bet he did,” Jay teased.

      God, the kid made my head spin trying to keep up with him. “I just mean that Cole and I aren’t on the same page with where we see things going.”

      “He wants a white picket fence, butt babies, and a dog?” Jay kept a straight face and blinked his eyes innocently.

      I rolled my eyes. “Damn it, Jay. That’s ridiculous and you know it. Butt babies?” I couldn’t help but laugh. “Does Cole seem like the out and proud settle-down-with-my-male-partner type to you?”

      Jay huffed but smirked as he relented. “Fine. You got me.” Jay looked around as if he was protecting a national secret. “But, I think you can work with that.” He nodded smugly.

      “Work with what? The fact that he’s so far in his closet he’d need a map to get out?” I finished putting my tools away and washed up. My head hurt, because Jay was talking in circles.

      “Girl, fine. I can see I’m going to have to spell it out for you.” Jay came to lean against the sink while I dried my hands. “Let Cole think you’re okay with a secret affair.”

      “What? No way. I’m not hiding.” I shook my head. “No fucking way am I going back. I want more for myself. My parents have a terrible relationship. I want real partnership and true love. I’m not going to be someone’s dirty secret.” Damn, what was it about this kid that made me feel like spilling my guts. “It was hard accepting myself and coming out. I’m not going backwards from that.”

      “I’m not saying you have to go backwards or deny your true self.” Jay clucked his tongue. “Just hear me out.”

      I rolled my eyes, weary of the conversation and ready for dinner and a beer, but I allowed Jay to continue.

      “You like Cole. Cole likes you. You want to be out in the open. Cole would rather be strung up by his nads.” Jay gestured with a flourish. “What’s going to be easier? Convincing Cole to out himself for a guy he barely knows? Or convincing Cole to out himself for a guy he’s completely head-over-heels in love with?”

      I shoved a hand through my hair. “Option B, obviously. But it’s a little hard to get a guy to fall in love with you if they won’t give a budding relationship a chance.”

      “Did Cole say he wanted nothing to do with you?” Jay prodded.

      “No. He said he wanted nothing to do with me in public.” I cracked my neck.

      “Right. So, let Cole think you’re okay with being on the down low for a while. Let him get to know you. Wine him, dine him, sixty-nine him.” Jay waggled his beautifully arched brows. “Then, bam, once he’s fallen for you, he’ll have no choice but to out himself for love.”

      I stared at Jay for several moments while I ran his words through my head. “That’s either the most asinine plan I’ve ever heard…” My words trailed off as I gave the thought more time to simmer.

      “Or?” Jay’s cheeky smile seemed to challenge me.

      I couldn’t help but grin and shake my head. “Or, you’re an absolute genius.”

      “I think it’s the latter, but only time will tell.” Jay shoved a lock of hair from his face.

      “You know this could backfire so badly it will be talked about three counties over, right?” I stared at the ceiling as if the right decision was written there.

      “It could. But, if you don’t give it a chance, you’ll still be without Cole. And he’ll still be sad and alone with only his social studies to keep him warm.” Jay shrugged. “At least this way, you have a chance of it working out. Letting Cole go without a fight? That’s giving up a possible chance of a lifetime.”

      “You’re right. I’m not giving up without a fight.” I checked my phone for the time. “I gotta go.”

      “Bye, Papi. I’ll see myself out.” Jay waggled his fingers.

      After locking up, I was in my truck and gunning toward the grocery store before my mind could even process a plan. I just knew I would fight for Cole, fight for our more. Whether he wanted me to or not.
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      “What kind of cereal do you like? Me, I like the more wholesome kinds and then I add fruit and shit to it at home.” Micah Fuckin’ Edwards stood next to me in the cereal aisle.

      I turned to stare. That’s all I could do.

      When Micah winked at me, I lost it. “What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed, glancing around to be sure no one was within earshot.

      “Picking up some necessities.” Micah peered into my shopping cart. “Mmm, I love those cookies. Cody’s mom always had them around. She’d have tea and cookies while the three of us ate milk and cookies.” He shifted the shopping basket on his arm and picked a box of breakfast cereal from the shelf. “Now, Marian’s oatmeal cookies were to die for, but when she didn’t have the homemade ones, the store-bought ones were the next best thing.”

      “Why are you here in the store at the exact same time as I am?” I tried to keep calm even though my head and heart were in a screaming war with each other. My head said it was absolutely crazy for Micah to be in the grocery store casually talking as if nothing had happened. My heart was giddy with the thought of shopping with Micah as a real couple someday. But, even if Micah accepted my offer, we’d never be able to stroll through the store picking out groceries.

      “Luck? I mean, I needed to pick up some things before I grab dinner. This way, I can give you a ride home since you’re without Bessie for a bit longer.” Micah shrugged and began to peruse the pancake mixes and syrups.

      “I told you, I don’t need a ride home,” I bit out. Deciding I didn’t want to play Micah’s little game, I jerked my cart around and headed in the opposite direction.

      I gathered the items of utmost importance, leaving any big or unnecessary items out until I had my car back. Rounding the corner toward the checkout, I saw Micah step up to the register one customer ahead of me.

      Fuck my life.

      “Really, giving you a lift is no problem at all.” Micah spoke over the head of a mother and her two children between us.

      I gritted my teeth and smiled as politely as possible. “No need. I’ll manage just fine. It’s not that far and I didn’t get much.”

      The lady in front of me turned to look at my cart. “You can’t carry all of that home. We take care of each other here in Blueridge Junction. You let Micah give you a ride.”

      “I’m good, honestly. I wouldn’t want to inconvenience anyone.” I wanted nothing more than to pay for my groceries and get the fuck out of the store.

      “Nonsense.” The lady clucked her tongue. “I’d be happy to give you a ride, but I’ve got the kids’ car seats so no extra room.”

      A creaky voice from behind spoke up. “You’d be welcome in my car, but my three dogs are taking up the seats and they don’t like to share.”

      I turned to see a decrepit gentleman and could only nod in acknowledgement of his statement.

      “You really should let Micah give you a ride. He’s a real dear. Always helping out and taking care of people in town.” The middle-aged cashier nodded her head as she finished up Micah’s order and started scanning the next items on the belt. “It would be downright silly and rude to turn down such a nice offer.”

      Micah gave me a shit-eating grin over the mother’s head while she wrangled her groceries and children, and I fought not to climb over her cart and punch him. Or kiss him. Punch him, then kiss him.

      I hoped that Micah leaving the store before I checked out meant that he’d given up on offering me a ride home.

      No such luck.

      When I walked out into the pleasant evening, there sat Micah’s truck at the curb. And the man himself stood by the passenger door. “Throw your bags in the back.” At least he didn’t open the door for me. I fumed as I watched him walk to the driver’s side. Was I angrier about the fact that Micah was pushing me or the fact that I found myself liking it?

      “I’m starving. You okay with fast food?” Micah pulled the truck into a parking lot and headed toward the drive-through.

      “I don’t need anything,” I groused feeling very much like a petulant child.

      “It’s dinner time, you gotta eat. What do you want?” Micah prodded.

      “I’ll eat at home.”

      “Suit yourself.” Micah huffed then turned toward the speaker. “Yeah, I’ll take two of your Big Meals, large fries and large Cokes with both of those, please.”

      Once Micah had paid for his food and turned his truck toward my crappy apartment, I was basically clamping my mouth shut to avoid drooling all over the interior of the truck. The damn food smelled so good. My cold cereal and toast wasn’t going to compare. But at least we were almost to my place so I could escape the whole nightmare. I would have just sprang out of the vehicle as it slowed, but I had to get my groceries.

      And Micah turned off the truck.

      And gathered the food bags.

      And climbed from the cab.

      By the time I’d grabbed the leftover grocery bags from the back, Micah was standing at the stairs to my apartment door.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      “What the hell?” I growled as I shoved past him.

      Micah reached for one of the grocery bags and gave me a cheeky smile. “I’m helping with your bags.”

      Deciding against making a public display on the sidewalk, I soldiered up the stairs. Unlocking the door, I blocked Micah as he attempted to bypass me. “Thanks for the ride and carrying the bags. I can handle it from here.”

      “Shut up, Cole.” Micah shouldered past me. “I’m not leaving until we’ve eaten this food and talked about some things.”

      Closing the door behind me, I leaned against it and stared, dumbfounded, at the man before me.

      Micah Edwards.

      Micah was in my apartment.

      Fuck my life.

      “If I eat and talk, will you leave?” I needed Micah as far from me as possible. He was too much of a distraction for my mind and body.

      “Eventually.” Micah tossed the fast food bags on the table and took a long slurp of his Coke.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We just talked a couple hours ago. Pretty sure we came to the conclusion that we agreed to disagree.” I grabbed ketchup from the fridge.

      Without even realizing what I was doing, I found myself sitting at the table with a burger and fries in front of me and Micah next to me.

      “I had time to think. Some things have changed.” Micah shoved some fries in his mouth, chewed then swallowed. “I think we can come to a better agreement.”

      Swallowing the bite of burger before it lodged in my throat, I could only stare. “What kind of agreement?”

      “Eat your food. We’ll talk in a bit.” Micah smirked as if he knew the curiosity was killing me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Sorry, the place isn’t much to look at.” I hated the apartment, but it was all I could afford until I saved up some paychecks.

      “It’s fine. I’m not here to see your place, I’m here to see you.” Micah followed me from the tiny kitchen in the corner of the studio apartment to the mattress I had placed against the wall.

      “Someday, I plan to have some actual furniture, but for now I can offer you this lovely milk crate to sit on.” I smiled ruefully at Micah. He took the crate, and I flopped down on the bed. “So talk.” I was mentally and physically exhausted after going round and round with Micah.

      “My parents have a shitty marriage.” Micah settled on the crate as if preparing for a long story. “The only good relationship model I had as a child was Cody’s parents.”

      I turned toward him. “Okay?”

      “I want a good relationship. I want open, honest communication. I want my partner to be my best friend in love and in life.” Micah ran a hand over his face. “Damn, I’m not making sense.”

      “Not really. I mean, that all sounds great. But maybe you should be talking to Cody about this. He’s one of your best friends, he’s out, so it would make sense that you two could make a go of it.” I was truly confused where Micah was heading with this conversation.

      He chuckled. “Cody is my best friend, but there’s never been anything romantic between us. Maybe some sexual stuff when he and Levi and I were figuring things out at a younger age, but nothing more than that.”

      Propping up on my elbow, intrigued by the admission, I waited for him to continue.

      “I’m willing to keep things hidden if it means a chance to get to know you better.” Micah’s words rushed out, surprising the two of us.

      “What?” was all I could sputter.

      Micah slid from the crate to his knees. “If you hadn’t moved to BJ, we would have kept hooking up until one of us called it quits. No big deal. But having you move here seems like a sign that we could be something more and I.—”

      “You want more than I can give you,” I interrupted.

      “Just hear me out.” Micah reached for my hand. “Isn’t there some quote about it being better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all?”

      “Quoting Tennyson? Impressive.” I smirked although my heart was thumping wildly.

      “I’m not saying we’re in love. I’m not saying we’re the perfect match.” Micah’s words came quickly as he stated his argument. “But, I think you’re a great guy. The fact that we knew each other anonymously and then you ended up in the same small railroad town that I’ve lived in my whole life, it all just seems like too much to ignore.”

      “So, what are you saying?” I didn’t dare allow my hopes to rise.

      “I’m saying I’m willing to keep this thing between us hush-hush.” Micah relented.

      I narrowed my eyes. “For how long?”

      The pain on Micah’s face told me how difficult the decision was for him. “For as long as it takes. Maybe we find out we’re not all that compatible and we move on as friends.”

      “And what if we find out we’re perfect together?” The thought of a long-term relationship with Micah was more than I had ever allowed myself to dream of, but it wasn’t something that could ever become a reality. I stared at him for a long time, letting wild thoughts run through my head. “What if I fall in love with you?” I whispered. “Things could get messy and ugly and we could get hurt.”

      “Let’s just deal with things one day at a time, okay?” Micah rubbed a thumb over my hand.

      “I have a feeling I’m going to look back on this day either with great joy or deep regret,” I answered him honestly.

      “So you’re in?” Micah pulled me closer but stopped when his lips grazed mine.

      “For now, yeah.” The words were barely out of my mouth before Micah’s kiss engulfed me and set my body on fire.

      Tumbling us backward onto the mattress, Micah kissed me as if his life depended on it. “God, I’ve missed this. Missed you.”

      I pushed against his chest. “We can’t have sex here. The walls are paper thin.”

      “Nothing noisy, just let me touch you and hold you.” Micah pleaded.

      I was helpless against him when he pulled the rubber band from my ponytail and ran his fingers through my hair.

      “Gotta stay quiet,” I murmured against his lips.

      That was all the permission Micah needed. He jumped up to pull the shades on the two windows before stripping while standing in the middle of my tiny apartment. When I started to remove my clothing, he pounced on me. “Let me do that.”

      Relaxing back onto the bed, I allowed Micah to take over. With each piece of clothing he removed, I reveled in his whispers of approval and the kisses he feathered over my skin. By the time I was completely naked, my cock was achingly hard and begging for attention.

      “Soon…,” Micah licked his tongue around my nipple as he fondled my balls. “…soon I’ll take us somewhere private where we can fuck each other’s brains out.” His promise made my cock jerk. “Mmmm, you like the sound of that, don’t you?”

      Micah knew I enjoyed him taking control and talking dirty. I threw my head back as his kisses moved up and teased against my neck. Spreading my legs, I welcomed Micah’s hot and heavy body upon mine. Our dicks throbbed between our bellies and begged for thrusting friction.

      I was lifted slightly as Micah snaked his arms under my back and hooked his hands over my shoulders in a tight hold. Cocooned by his heat, his scent, his hard body, I could only whimper as he began to rut his cock against mine. “Think about the next time we’re together. My tongue will be so ready to eat your ass. I’ll lube my fingers and loosen you up while I suck your balls. When you think you’re going to die if I don’t let you come, I’ll line my dick up with your pretty hole and sink deep in your heat. You’ll cry out my name as I rail your sweet ass, and you’ll shoot all over your stomach as I fill you up.”

      Helpless against his words, my body tensed as his cock rubbed against mine over and over. I lost myself in Micah’s kiss, groaning into his mouth as our release painted my stomach. Our dicks pulsed, sensitive and slick, in the mixture between our sated bodies.
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        * * *

      

      After a quick clean up in the bathroom, Micah wrapped his arms around me, his front to my back, and walked us back to the mattress. “Tell me about you.”

      The question caught me off guard. We’d never talked much about personal information due to the whole anonymous thing. “What do you want to know?”

      “What were you like as a kid? When did you know you were gay? What’s your family like?”

      “Whoa.” I took a deep breath. “Diving straight in, huh?” I hadn’t shared that much with anyone in my life for a very long time.

      “If it’s too much, just start small.” Micah stretched out on his side, facing me, and stroked my arm.

      “As a kid, I was a total spaz. All over the place. Probably annoying as hell. I was a jokester, always putting on a show. I was an only child, so my parents were a captive audience. I was spoiled in that I got all the camps and classes and clubs I wanted to join. My parents were both in education. My mom is still teaching, probably retiring soon if she can swing it. My dad was on the school board as president for several years.” While things had turned sour as I got older, I couldn’t help but smile as I thought of my younger days.

      “I bet you were a cute kid.” Micah traced my jaw.

      “What about you?” I felt like taking the spotlight off me for a while.

      “Hmmm, I think best way to describe me is, holy terror.”

      I laughed at Micah’s description. “I can see that.”

      “My mom has always been milquetoast, so not only did she let my dad run all over her, she didn’t do much to corral me.” Micah smirked. “Dad was an ass from my earliest memories.”

      “Abusive?”

      “No, not physically. But he never had anything nice to say. Everything my mom or I did was wrong. Even when we did things the way he demanded, he didn’t like it and would find something wrong.” Micah’s memories turned his words bitter.

      “How did you grow up to be so positive and good?” It amazed me that a kid could grow up the way Micah had and turn into such an obviously great guy.

      “I don’t know. I think it had a lot to do with Levi, Cody, and probably Cody’s mom and dad too.” Micah smiled. “Levi’s parents were good people, but for some reason the three of us always gravitated to Cody’s place and spent the majority of our time with his parents.”

      “What happened to Levi’s parents?”

      “They died in a car accident when we were in high school. After that, Hank and Marian were even more of parent figures for Levi and me.” Micah shifted on the mattress. “I knew I was different than a lot of the guys at school in about fifth grade. They all started talking about girls wearing bras and short shorts, and I was more intrigued by guys’ chests and their butts. Levi, Cody, and I never really talked about girls, but we also never talked about guys. We just hung out and watched movies and played video games and played on the hill. We were an inseparable trio from the very beginning. It wasn’t until junior high that we figured out we were all gay.”

      “Did any of you think it was crazy coincidence that cousins and best friends would all end up gay?” I could just hear the people in a small town making comments about the three of them being gay.

      “I think we were just so relieved to find someone else who liked guys, we didn’t really even think about it. Until later. I mean, we joke now that it must be something in the water on Blueridge Hill. I’ve taunted my dad before with the fact that he may turn out gay if he keeps living on the hill.” Micah laughed.

      “So, did the three of you hook up?” I was curious and also partly turned on.

      “Cody and I did. Levi and Cody did. Not Levi and me, that was just crossing the line in our minds. As we got older, we discovered other guys in town who were willing. Getting our drivers licenses was like opening a portal to freedom and sex. We could travel to nearby towns for hookups.” Micah’s brow furrowed. “I mean, I’m not a total slut.”

      “Hey, no worries. I mean, we met on a dating app. Neither of us is innocent.” I trailed my hand down his arm and interlaced our fingers. “I felt different from my first memories, but I didn’t admit I was gay until I was in college. I didn’t admit it to anyone else until I graduated college. I was working at a small town high school in a neighboring town to where I grew up. Total hick town, but I liked the kids I was teaching.” I sighed as the memories assaulted me. “I was naïve in thinking my sexuality wouldn’t be a big deal. Maybe if I’d been a car salesman or a human resources rep or a banker, it wouldn’t have mattered. But, the moment someone saw me out on a date with a guy, the nightmare started. I was harassed at school by a lot of the students. Some of them were supportive, but most were either scared of what they didn’t know or just plain ignorant. The staff members were the same. Even the ones who tried to be supportive were pretty standoffish due to fear for their jobs.”

      “That’s so wrong. It shouldn’t happen like that. As a qualified teacher doing your job, your sexuality shouldn’t matter.” Micah barked out the words. “But, I know discrimination based on sexuality happens all the time.”

      “Well, I made the mistake of thinking my parents would be supportive. I went to them and explained what was going on. My mom was so-so. She said she was fine with me being gay, but told me I’d never be able to have a career if I was open about it. My dad blew up. I was a disgrace to the family name and our legacy in education. He loaned his power as a fellow schoolboard president to the board of my district and they forced me out. Dad said me leaving the school was for the best in the long run. Said it would give me the chance to start over. Fresh, new, and very definitely not out.” Even after time had passed, I was still angry and hurt.

      “When was this?” Micah’s brow furrowed.

      “Two years ago. I moved to Harriston, it’s about an hour west of here and about the same size. I worked in a bank for two years. The hours were decent, pay wasn’t bad. I licked my wounds and worked up my courage to return to teaching.” Part of me wondered if I should have just stayed at that bank job.

      “Why not get a teaching job in a big city?” Micah’s question was one I asked myself a lot. “I mean, not that I’m upset about you ending up in BJ.”

      I smiled at his sweet words. “I’m a small town boy at heart. I don’t feel at home in the city.”

      “But, can you really feel at home here if you can’t be yourself?” Micah probed.

      “Maybe this is the easier way. Maybe I’m just too scared to put myself out there in the big city.” I shrugged.

      “I’m not going to push you to out yourself, but I think you’d get a lot more support here in BJ than at your last school.” He squeezed my hand.

      “I’m a little traumatized by the last time, I really don’t want to take that chance.” In my heart, I wanted more than anything to be open and honest and just be the real me. But I couldn’t open myself to the hurt again.

      “Why teach? I mean, I know you’re fabulous a teacher based on what Sadie says, but why not do a job that allows you to be who you really want?” Micah’s voice was soft, not a trace of accusation.

      “Teaching is in my family. It’s what I’m good at. It’s where my heart is. I feel alive when I’m in the classroom. When a kid finds a lesson fascinating or he finally gets it, it makes my heart soar.” The thought of not having that in my life was overwhelmingly sad.

      “What if you could have all that and be out?” Micah’s eyes were hopeful, his words just a whisper.

      “It would be a dream come true.” I sighed.

      “Dreams can come true.” Micah ran a hand through my hair, cupping the back of my neck and pulling my face close to his.

      “Dreams can also turn into nightmares,” I murmured sadly.

      With no answer to that, Micah grazed his lips over mine, softly at first then he deepened the kiss.

      In return, I poured all of my dreams and wishes into that kiss, I worked to balance the longing of my heart and the bitter memories in my mind.
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        * * *

      

      “As much as I’d love for you to stay.” I stretched against Micah as we woke from a nap. “You need to go.” It was dark out, and we’d been holed up in my place for much too long.

      Micah’s eyes were sad as he came awake beside me. “You want to come to my place?” His question was hopeful even as his face registered he knew what my answer would be.

      “No. Secret means secret. We can’t all of a sudden be seen with each other constantly.” I hated it, but it was what I’d accepted my life to be.

      “I can’t and won’t keep this from Levi and Cody.” Micah’s statement was firm.

      “I’m okay with that. Please let them know the importance of keeping it quiet though. They’re good guys, I know they would never out me on purpose.” I didn’t like the idea of more people knowing, but I couldn’t deny Micah his best friends.

      “And Jay has already guessed.”

      Micah’s words didn’t shock me. “Yeah, I figured that. He seems pretty perceptive for someone so young.” I liked the kid, but his ability to see through me was unsettling.

      “I think he seems younger than his almost twenty-one years. He looks so young, seriously the kid could pass for fifteen. But I think he reads people well.” Micah rubbed his scruffy chin. “And I think he’s going to be a handful for Levi.”

      “Jay and Levi?” Now, those words shocked me.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I think Jay is burrowing his way deep under Levi’s skin. Levi won’t act on it right now, but if and when he does, I think it’s going to be explosive.” Micah grinned.

      “I’d hate to see Jay get hurt,” I mused, thinking about the kid admitting he was a virgin.

      “Levi would never hurt him. Levi’s the type that once he makes a decision and acts on it, he’s in it for the long haul. He’s had tons of guys fall for him, but none have gotten to him. I think Jay may just be the one Levi can’t fight.” Micah shrugged as he stood from the bed and dressed.

      “Can I see you this weekend?” I pulled my own clothes on.

      “We can see each other as often as possible. I’ll book a hotel nightly if that’s what it takes.” Micah’s words seemed genuine, and I felt a twinge of guilt for making such a wonderful guy hide himself and bend to my ridiculous boundaries. But, selfishly, I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I’d take what Micah was willing to give.

      “Thank you for the ride home.” I pulled Micah close and kissed him. “And for all the rest.”

      “No problem. I’m a good guy like that,” Micah murmured in my ear before nibbling on the sensitive lobe. “But, I’ll deny it if you start spreading rumors about me being too nice. I’ve got to keep my somewhat bad boy rep in place.”

      “You’re the nicest bad boy I’ve ever met,” I teased as I kissed his neck.

      “Shhh, let’s keep that a secret, too.” Micah kissed me deeply and thoroughly before releasing me and walking out the door. I had a feeling watching him leave would get harder and harder each time.
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