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Chapter One
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Vince hadn’t expected the knock at the door to sound so sharp, like a blade against glass. He had been curled on the couch, half-watching an old sitcom rerun, half-listening to the clink of ice in Chuck’s whiskey glass in the kitchen. The night was ordinary, quiet, the kind of quiet that had become too common lately. Chuck had retreated more and more into his silence since Joseph had left town with Pacey. Vince tried not to notice the weight of that silence, but it pressed on him constantly.

The knock came again, and Vince startled, rising quickly, glad for the interruption. He padded barefoot across the living room and pulled open the door.

And froze.

Joseph stood there, his expression unreadable, his posture both defiant and uncertain. Beside him was Pacey—tall, broad-shouldered, steady as always, but different now, because his hand was linked with Joseph’s.

Vince’s stomach sank. He knew before they even spoke what they were here to say.

From the kitchen, Chuck’s voice called out, gruff and distracted. “Who’s at the door?”

Vince couldn’t answer. His eyes darted between Joseph’s clenched jaw and Pacey’s unflinching gaze. The night air behind them smelled of rain, damp earth and asphalt. But the only thing Vince could feel was the heavy thud of his heart.

Joseph cleared his throat, and in a voice that quivered just enough to betray his nerves, he said, “We got married.”

The words hit like a thunderclap.

Vince’s mouth fell open. Married. He had expected—what? That they were together, maybe. That they wanted to explain themselves. But married?

Before he could respond, Chuck’s footsteps sounded heavy across the floor. His presence filled the doorway as he came up behind Vince.

Chuck’s eyes fell on Joseph first—his son, the boy he had raised—and then slid to Pacey, his best friend of decades. When he noticed their clasped hands, his face transformed. Color rushed into his cheeks, and his lips parted in shock that curdled instantly into rage.

“What the hell is this?” Chuck barked, his voice booming through the quiet house.

Joseph lifted his chin, bracing himself. “Dad. Pacey. We—” He squeezed Pacey’s hand tighter. “We got married.”

For a moment, silence reigned. Vince felt the world tilt beneath him. Chuck’s fury radiated like a storm.

“Married?” Chuck roared. “Are you out of your damn minds?” His gaze snapped to Joseph. “You—my own son—you went and did this to me? To us? And you—” He jabbed a finger at Pacey, trembling with rage. “You were supposed to be my brother, my friend. You were supposed to have my back. And this is what you do? You take my son?”

Pacey’s expression didn’t flinch. His voice was steady, low. “I didn’t take him, Chuck. He’s a grown man. He chose me. I chose him.”

“You chose him?” Chuck’s laugh was bitter, jagged. “You’re married. You have a wife, a daughter—”

“Not anymore,” Pacey cut in. His tone was final, unapologetic. “That part of my life is over.”

Chuck’s hands curled into fists at his sides. His eyes burned with betrayal. “You—You betrayed everything, Pacey. Decades of friendship. You were like family to me. And Joseph—Goddamn it, Joseph—” His voice cracked, splintering into hurt. “You did this to hurt me, didn’t you? To spit in my face because I married Vince.”

Vince flinched. He hadn’t expected to be dragged into it so quickly. But Chuck’s rage turned toward him, too, sharp and sudden.

“This is all because of you.” Chuck’s words lashed like whips. “If I hadn’t met you, if I hadn’t let myself—” His throat worked. “This is your fault.”

Vince’s chest hollowed out. He staggered back a step, as if the words were physical blows. My fault. My fault. He opened his mouth, desperate to say something, anything, but no words came.

Joseph, his face tight with both defiance and pain, said harshly, “You don’t get to judge me, Dad. You don’t get to act like I’m the one who crossed some line. You married my ex-boyfriend. You think you’ve got the moral high ground here?”

The words were knives, and they found their mark. Chuck staggered as though struck. The truth of it landed in the space between them, undeniable.

Chuck’s voice went raw, torn between fury and heartbreak. “That was different.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Joseph snapped. His voice broke on the edges, but he held firm. “You did what you wanted, and so did I. I found someone who makes me feel alive. Someone who protects me, who takes care of me. Isn’t that what you always wanted for me?” He gripped Pacey’s arm tighter. “I’m happy. For once, I’m happy. And if you can’t stand that—then maybe you never really wanted me to be.”

Chuck looked at his son as if he no longer recognized him. His chest heaved, his fists shook. Vince could see the storm tearing Chuck apart from the inside. Rage, betrayal, guilt, grief—all of it spilling over.

Vince, trembling, finally spoke. His voice was small. “Please. Stop. We don’t have to—”

“Stay out of this, Vince!” Chuck snarled. The words cut Vince to the bone.

Pacey’s jaw tightened, his eyes flashing. “Don’t talk to him like that, Chuck. He doesn’t deserve it. None of this is on Vince.”

Chuck’s fury redirected. “Don’t you dare lecture me. You—of all people—you had a wife. A family. And you throw it away for this?” His gaze slashed between them. “For my son?”

“I love him,” Pacey said simply. No hesitation. “And he loves me. That’s all there is.”

The words landed heavy. Too heavy. Chuck’s face twisted, and he turned away, his shoulders heaving. He couldn’t look at them anymore.

Joseph, wounded but resolute, tugged Pacey’s hand. “Let’s go.”

They turned and walked away into the damp night, leaving Vince and Chuck in the wreckage of what had just been dropped at their feet.

Chuck slammed the door so hard the walls rattled. He stood there, breathing like a man drowning. Vince approached cautiously, reaching for him. “Chuck...”

But Chuck stepped back, away from Vince’s hand. His eyes were red, his face ashen.

“I don’t even know who I am anymore,” he whispered, voice hollow. “My God,” he began, “What did we do to my son? What kind of father am I?”

Then he walked past Vince, disappearing into the bedroom, leaving Vince alone in the living room, staring at the door that had closed on everything he thought was solid in their lives.

The silence roared louder than the slam of the door. Vince’s heart ached with the certainty that something fundamental had broken tonight—something that might never be fixed.
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The morning after Joseph and Pacey’s doorstep revelation, the house felt like a grave. Vince woke to the faint creak of the floorboards as Chuck moved through the rooms, heavy-footed but careful, as if trying not to disturb him. That in itself was strange—Chuck had never been one to tiptoe.

Vince lay still in bed, listening. He remembered the look on Chuck’s face the night before, the rage that had cracked into something deeper—hurt, disbelief, a grief that seemed to hollow him out from the inside. Vince rolled onto his side and stared at the empty half of the bed where Chuck had slept for only a few restless hours before disappearing again into his silence.

The kitchen smelled of strong coffee when Vince padded in. Chuck stood at the sink, staring through the window at nothing. His hair was a mess, his broad shoulders slumped. A man who once filled any room now looked like a ghost haunting his own home.

“Morning,” Vince said softly, hoping to start normal.

Chuck didn’t look at him. He lifted his mug, drank, set it down. “Morning.”

It was the first word Vince had gotten out of him since last night, and it landed flat, like a pebble in a well too deep to hear the splash.

Vince moved closer, sliding a hand lightly across Chuck’s back. “We’ll get through this,” he murmured. “It was a shock, but we’ll—”

Chuck shifted away before Vince could finish. The rejection was subtle but unmistakable. He poured another cup of coffee, his hand trembling just slightly as he set the pot back down.

“They blindsided us,” Vince tried again, forcing warmth into his tone. “But maybe...maybe in time—”

“Don’t.” Chuck’s voice was sharp, clipped. His jaw was set, eyes fixed on the mug. “Don’t try to make this better. There’s no better. My best friend and my son are—” He broke off, breathing hard through his nose. “I can’t even say it.”

Vince swallowed, his chest tight. He wanted to argue, wanted to soothe. Instead, he stood there quietly, letting Chuck’s silence stretch between them until it became unbearable.

––––––––
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It didn’t get better. Chuck went to work, came home, drank, and went to bed early. Vince tried to talk, but conversations dissolved into grunts or one-word answers. Chuck sat in front of the TV with the sound low, staring more at the floor than the screen. The man who had once teased Vince about his “city-boy habits” and made him laugh until his stomach hurt now barely looked at him.

The worst part wasn’t the anger—it was the absence. Vince felt invisible, his presence in the house acknowledged only in passing, like a piece of furniture moved around but not really seen. The intimacy they once shared—the quick kisses in the hallway, the lazy Sunday mornings tangled in sheets, the hand on the thigh under the dinner table, the pressing of Chuck’s hard cock inside his hole owning it and him—had evaporated.
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