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This Vow

This Love, Book Two

J.R. Hart


To Gram, whose love of reading sparked mine.


Author’s Note

I began writing This Vow in November 2019, long before COVID-19 was a reality in our world. In this book, which does deal with themes of illness, as well as many events and gatherings, you won’t see any mentions of masks, social distancing, or the new reality we all face together. As an author, I had to look at this manuscript and decide a way forward: did I want to edit this to include the pandemic we are all facing, or leave it the way it was written, in hopes that it offered a sense of escape from the new life we live? During the editing process, mentions of parties and hugging made me cringe, but I wanted to share this story in the spirit it was written.

While future series and books I write may mention the pandemic in some way, this series will continue in the vein it was started: in a world without a global pandemic. Consider the world of This Christmas, This Vow, and the subsequent books an alternate reality where COVID-19 was not on our radar.


Prologue

“Nicholas, there’s a fire, in the kitchen! We have to go!”

Bleary-eyed from sleep, Nicholas didn’t grasp what Alex was saying. “Fire?” He didn’t comprehend the box of recipes in his hand, why Alex was shoving them at him frantically. Drowsiness from cold medication and the deep sleepfulness of his nap didn’t help matters, a slur of loud, blaring alarms sounding in his mind as he tried to pay attention to what Alex was telling him.

“In the kitchen! We have to get out of here, Nicholas. Carry the recipes! Let’s go!” Alex insisted.

Fire? His brain repeated the word. Fire. Fire! Oh gosh. He glanced around him, trying to take stock of what they might be able to save. “Okay, um…” They had to get their things, important memories and items from around the apartment. Why was Alex in the bedroom instead of grabbing their photos off the walls and the box of notes they’d written each other early in their relationship out of the closet?

“Nicholas, we don’t have time to get stuff. It’s spreading too fast. We have to go.” Nicholas followed Alex’s eyeline up to the smoke entering the bedroom, watching as he raced toward the living room, and the urgency finally started to click into place. A fire. An actual fire. Not the hypothetical “what three items would you save in a fire?” kind of situation, but a real-life, honest-to-God fire. “Oh no.” Stumbling out of the bedroom and closing the door out of habit, he could see the flames now, the bright-orange flickers of light in the kitchen. He started toward the source of it, the location of most of his prized possessions, but Alex yanked him back by the arm.

“Crawl!” Alex urged him. “We have to crawl over there.” Alex ducked down, tugging his shirt up to cover his mouth and nose. Nicholas followed suit, grasping the recipe box and moving ahead, trying to get to the door and open it while Alex scanned the room. Halfway there, the half wall dividing the kitchen from the entryway shook with a loud bang. Something in the kitchen exploded. “Oh my God!” Alex yelped.

“What was that?” Nicholas assumed the explosion came from some pressurized can like cooking spray, or the bottle of their favorite whiskey they enjoyed on poker nights with the girls. His brain lagged behind the urgency of the situation, focused on the things being consumed by the fire creeping closer.

“I don’t know!” Alex’s words jarred him back into the moment. “Let’s go to the balcony,” he pleaded. The fire escape there hadn’t worked in years, but Nicholas agreed that outside, regardless of a way down, was the safer bet. If anything, they could breathe fresh air out there instead of toxic smoke in their apartment.

Alex crawled in the other direction and Nicholas followed, watching Alex slide the glass door open and let him through. Both of them stood and closed the door to seal the blaze behind them. “Now what?”

If the fire got any closer, Nicholas figured the heat could shatter the glass. Was it the movie Backdraft that happened in? He didn’t know why his mind focused on Hollywood hypotheticals instead of on the reality of what was happening to his home, his life. Maybe because his brain was on a delay, hadn’t fully registered the intensity of the situation.

Alex pushed their mostly dead succulents in front of the door and nestled Nicholas against the railing of the balcony that didn’t line up with the glass, putting them out of harm’s way. He must have been thinking the same thing about the glass shattering. “Call 9-1-1,” Nicholas told Alex. Drilled into his head from countless school fire safety classes, he didn’t have to even think. But then the reality of what was happening hit him all over again. A lot of their beloved belongings continued to burn. Maybe they had time… “We forgot—”

“Nicholas, we can’t go back in,” Alex reminded him. “Whatever we’ve forgotten, it’s not important.”

Right. Good enough. Getting out alive had to be good enough. Nicholas nodded, tearing up as Alex pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“What are you doing?”

“Telling Jade to pull the building fire alarm,” he said. Their own smoke alarm only sounded in their apartment, barely loud enough for the neighboring apartments to hear. This was a good thing when the alarm sounded for minor problems, like grease popping around eggs, but not a great feature when it came to a real fire. Then, Alex’s voice switched to no-nonsense mode as he called 9-1-1, waiting till he was connected and then explaining the fire to the dispatcher.

Nicholas could hear the fire alarms blaring clearly now. Jade must have done as he asked. From the balcony, Nicholas saw the edges of the flames licking at the picture they’d hung on the wall after their engagement. He turned away. He couldn’t bear to look at the fire taking away everything they owned, every precious memory they’d shared in the apartment. Looking down at the ground, he spotted people filtering out of the front doors of the building, staring up to them on the balcony above. “What the heck happened?”

“I was trying to make you soup,” Alex admitted, followed by, “I’m so sorry.”

The guilt in his voice was palpable, breaking Nicholas’s heart. “Baby, it’s all right.” As the trucks backed up, ladders extending, Alex cried against him, his free arm around him. Alex sobbed harder than Nicholas had ever seen him cry.

“I’m so sorry,” he repeated and then he turned toward the ladder, heading down with Nicholas climbing after him, cradling the recipes in his arm. He listened to the sound of the crackle through the sliding glass door as the contents of their lives went up in smoke.


Chapter One

A Summer Cold

Two weeks earlier

 

Even with a pillow covering his ears to block out the sound, Nicholas could feel the reverberation of Alex’s sneezes. The fabric and cotton did little to stop the noise, too, so he pulled his pillow off his face and looked at Alex, watching him sneeze again. “You all right?”

Alex nodded. His arm was outstretched, and his nose scrunched in anticipation of more. Obviously, his ability to speak was limited. He’d woken with the sneezing fit and it had continued for another five minutes after. Mornings like this weren’t even unusual. For an entire week, Alex had been tortured with allergies. When he woke up, when he fell asleep, when he was trying to pack their lunches for the day…endlessly. As a result, Nicholas had to put up with the sneezes also.

He’d tried to tune the sound out, but Alex was a notoriously loud sneezer. At one point, he joked they’d get a noise complaint from the neighbors if Alex didn’t manage to get over this. Still, the sneeze he’d known was coming shook his body. “All right, I’m up,” Nicholas said, kissing Alex’s shoulder. There was no chance he’d be going back to sleep at this point. As he stood, he grazed his fingers along the side of Alex’s face. “I’m going to go make you some tea.” He adjusted his pillow back into place, silently cursing the fabric for not drowning out the noise better. Instead of sleeping, he could at least try to make Alex feel better. “Wait here.”

Alex nodded in response again, sneezing right after. The redness around his nose was a clear indicator he was miserable, which Alex confirmed with “my nose burns.” Soft tissues could only get someone so far when they were constantly wiping their nose.

“I know. I’ll get the moisturizer after the tea,” Nicholas promised, heading for the kitchen. The sneezes continued as Nicholas waited for the kettle to whistle. Shaking his head, he mumbled to himself, “It’s going to be a long spring.” He dropped a sugar cube into the bottom of a mug and flinched as he heard another sneeze from the bedroom. “Bless you,” he called. Herbal tea was the right solution, one meant for fighting sickness, and he filled the infuser carefully before dropping it into the mug beside the sugar. Alex’s continued sneezing was so loud Nicholas was surprised it wasn’t rattling the dishes in the kitchen. Every once in a while, Alex would stop for a few minutes, long enough to catch his breath, but would inevitably start up again, not to mention he had an awful cough that wouldn’t help matters at all. As Nicholas discarded the tea leaves into the trash, he wondered how much longer Alex would be this miserable.

“Here,” he said, entering the bedroom, mug in hand. “Drink up.”

Alex took the mug, looking at the contents. “Thank you.” His voice was strained from the drainage, throat raw from his cough.

“How do you feel?” Nicholas asked him.

“Great.” The sarcasm in Alex’s voice was palpable, the exhaustion evident. “I think I’ve got a summer cold.” The words were almost hard to make out given his congestion, the little slur in his voice, and the soft struggle to pronounce certain letters without the use of his nose.

“First of all,” Nicholas said, rubbing his back gently, “it’s not summer yet. Second, I think you’re still not used to all the pollen in Omaha.” Nicholas remembered all too well how stuffed up he’d been when they visited Alex’s mom in LA and he was breathing different air than he was used to. There, his own sinuses felt like they were full of gelatin or some other nasty, viscous stuff. “Give it time. You won’t be this miserable next spring, I’m sure.”

“It’s been more than a year! I’ve been here so long! I’m used to the freakin’ air,” Alex protested, but he sneezed again, sloshing tea onto his foot. “Ugh.”

“Clearly, the pollen hates you. Or you hate it. I’m not really sure which one.”

“It’s a mutual thing,” Alex said, staving off another attack long enough to take a sip of the tea Nicholas had bought. “Gosh. I’m so gross.”

“Bless you,” Nicholas told him, even though he hadn’t sneezed this time. One was coming. He knew that much. “You’re never gross, sweetheart. Drink your tea.” He reached across him and handed Alex another tissue from the bedside table, a clean one from the box that was surrounded by a smattering of used tissues. He made a mental note to bring a trash can in, to place by the bedside.

Alex’s eyes were red-rimmed and glassy, and he looked dazed and over-exhausted. For good reason too. They were both drained from the entire situation. Aside from staying home in bed, Nicholas wasn’t sure Alex should be up doing anything. He’d already mentioned lightheadedness, and he needed the rest. But Nicholas knew if he suggested that, he’d be met with an eyeroll and an “I’m fine.” He kept his mouth shut. Alex would figure it out himself at some point or another, or he’d wear himself out and take a nap.

A quick glance at the bedside clock earlier had shown him Alex’s allergies had woken them before six. Now? It was barely seven. Nicholas couldn’t stifle his yawn. “Are you good in here?” he asked Alex. If nothing else, he could focus on preparing lunch for later or cleaning the apartment. He didn’t have better plans this early on a Saturday morning.

Alex sneezed and this time the tea spilled on his leg. Nicholas was happy the herbal tea didn’t require a high water temperature. Alex nodded. “I’m fine.”

I know him too well. Of course, Alex would say he was fine.

“Clearly you’re not. Not fine enough. Let me take the tea until you can drink it.” Nicholas took the mug from his hand and set it on the bedside table.

“Thank you,” Alex said, but with his stuffy nose, the words came out more like thake you instead. “I guess you can give me my tea back sometime next century then. I’m never going to stop sneezing.”

“How about a shower? Would that help?”

“Are you coming on to me?” Alex grinned, raising an eyebrow and bumping Nicholas with his shoulder.

“Absolutely, if you’re expecting a hot date with some eucalyptus and spearmint. But if you meant you wanted me to be in there, sure. I’ll join. Just, uh, no…no funny business,” he said, laughing. “I’m trying to make you feel better, but not that much better. Not until you get better overall.”

Alex nodded in agreement. “Okay. Eucalyptus, spearmint, and you. That sounds like a great plan. Even if you are absolutely no fun at all right now.” He leaned in and kissed Nicholas’s cheek. “Better if I don’t get you sick.”

Nicholas snorted and then turned and grabbed Alex’s jaw, guiding his chin until they were facing each other. He kissed him properly and pulled away so Alex could breathe again. His nose wasn’t conducive to proper airflow right now, which kept their kisses short and sweet. “You aren’t contagious, sweetheart. Allergies.”

“It’s a cold!” Alex protested. “I am contagious.” The argument was never-ending.

“Are colds contagious anyway?” Nicholas mused. Alex was already standing and shedding a trail of clothes as he made a beeline for the bathroom, and Nicholas swatted him on the rear gently as he passed. “They’re about as contagious as allergies are, dork,” he muttered, smirking. Either way, cold or allergies, they were at least going to get in a nice hot shower. That was the part Nicholas was looking forward to.

*

Alex had to admit the eucalyptus and spearmint disk Nicholas placed in the bottom of the shower helped. For one, Nicholas was in the shower with him. That always helped. It had nothing to do with the disk though. Even if he didn’t feel up to doing anything more than simply appreciating the impossibly tall, lean man in front of him, he was thankful for his fiancé’s presence in the shower. He was handsome, but also the congestion’s effect on his ability to breathe turned into lightheadedness. Having Nicholas’s hands to keep him upright kept him safer in the slippery, confined space. He also appreciated Nicholas’s help bending down to place the disk on the floor so he didn’t have to. Every time he bent forward himself, he got dizzy, and snot threatened to spill out of his nose and drip onto the tile. The idea of that grossed him out. Sure, letting his snot flow freely in the shower was better than letting it go anywhere else, but not bending at all, not dripping, was even better.

“See? It’s amazing how much free space we have with a clean shower,” Alex said, laughing as Nicholas put the scented disk down near their feet, a few inches away from the holes of the drain.

“Alex, my darling. Love of my entire life. You cleaned the shower out two days after you moved in. Do you not think that maybe bringing this up almost a year later is a little bit excessive?” Nicholas grinned and raised an eyebrow, and Alex cracked up, laughing so hard he clutched his chest.

“Oh, the way you don’t still mock me for my favorite Christmas movies?” Alex asked. “I think you don’t appreciate my hard work enough,” he snarked, but that was a joke too. So many things between them were, for the most part, just jokes. They’d had their serious squabbles, but this wasn’t one of them. Nicholas was appreciative, in a million different ways. He’d told Alex he loved the clean shower and how the organization made him happy, and how the shelves made finding his favorite products easier, having only his favorite seasonally scented wash in the shower with the rest underneath the sink behind the bath towels.

But Nicholas had rarely stopped at merely telling Alex he appreciated him. He often showed him, too, again and again in the shower. Thinking about the things they could be doing had Alex wishing he felt well enough for that again: Nicholas’s kisses down his neck, and hands sliding down his back, fingers twining, and hands tangled in hair, soft gasps barely audible over the water running down them. He pushed the thought away so he wouldn’t get needy during this shower.

“Don’t I appreciate you?” Nicholas asked, grinning like a fool, as if reading Alex’s mind. Not that it would be hard. His blood was rushing to the part of his body that made it clear what he’d been thinking about. “Turn around then. I’ll appreciate you thoroughly,” Nicholas said, voice a low growl. This was the fun of teasing him about the shower. Alex liked what happened when he gave Nicholas trouble, and the way they would handle that trouble.

Alex considered asking again if Nicholas was coming onto him, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned obediently, waiting as Nicholas grabbed eucalyptus shampoo from the shelf Alex had picked out for the shower several months before. The installation was neat and apartment-friendly, keeping the bottles organized and off the floor. As Nicholas massaged the shampoo into his hair, working it into a lather, Alex perked up. “I can smell it.”

“I would hope so,” Nicholas laughed. “It’s pretty strong stuff.”

“No. Nicholas. Listen to me. I can smell it. That means it’s working!” For the first time in days, Alex could properly smell out of both of his nostrils. He took deep breaths, appreciating the oxygen intake through his nose, giving his chapped, dry lips a break from trying to breathe through them instead. Relief didn’t begin to cover how he felt. The ability to detect the minty aroma, for steam to penetrate the throbbing congestion in his head? Divine. His sense of smell was a gift from another world.

“Good. Relax, then. Breathe.”

Alex loved the way Nicholas’s hands moved against his scalp, sudsing the shampoo into his hair, relaxing him completely. His fingertips worked their way down, gentle and soft, washing the abdominal muscles Alex had been overusing every time he sneezed. “Better?” Nicholas finally asked.

“Better.” He hadn’t sneezed during the entire shower, and thankfully, the shower tablet was fully dissolved. He turned around and kissed Nicholas’s cheek again. He’d rather play it safe when it came to germs.

Even as he got dressed, he continued to smile. Breathing felt nice. Not breathing the soupy thick air of the shower was even better. Now, he could smell the cold herbal tea Nicholas had made him, and the strong unlit candle on the bedside table, one Nicholas had ordered from a small farm shop in Texas in Alex’s favorite scent.

As he leaned down to put his socks on—new, bright springtime socks Nicholas got for him as a joke—a rush of discomfort hit him. The gunk all shifted back into place, filling his sinuses again. He looked up at Nicholas, his eyes watering.

And then he sneezed.

“Crap.”


Chapter Two

Vivid Plans

“You can’t live in the shower,” Nicholas said, laughing.

“I can. I will.” Alex stamped his foot playfully, rolling his eyes. The shower was the only place he’d felt better since his entire fit of congestion hit him as spring arrived.

“Go on, then,” Nicholas said, swatting him on the butt with a dishtowel. “Go breathe or whatever.” He smirked. The constant showering made him grateful water was included in their rent. Never mind that they weren’t saving the planet during this stretch of him being ill. So long as Alex could breathe, that was what mattered most to him.

He watched as Alex headed for the bedroom, sneezing again. Every sneeze now made him think of the stand-up comics they’d see on Friday nights, any show they could get cheap tickets to at the last minute, and all the jokes they’d made about husbands faking sickness for sympathy and alone time. All of it made him wonder whether the heterosexuals were even okay? Did they even like their spouses? Because Alex was definitely, truly, very sick. He wished he could fix it, to make him better, and he knew Alex wanted to feel better too. Allergy medicine hadn’t helped, and Nicholas wondered if Alex was right. Maybe this really was a spring cold.

The only real solution he knew for a cold was homemade soup, his mother’s chicken and dumplings, Southern-style comfort in a bowl. His mother’s recipe was special; instead of dumplings made with water, these were made with broth. Bits of onion, shredded chicken, and herbs—relics of the broth, captured like fossils—flecked into the dough, making it richer and tastier than any he’d had in a restaurant. Who cared that it wasn’t ten in the morning yet? When his fiancé was sick, time didn’t matter. Making chicken and dumplings to cure his aching sinuses mattered, even if they ate it as a late breakfast instead of the traditional dinner.

When he was growing up, Nicholas’s mom had instilled in him that chicken and dumplings were the cure to darn near any ailment. It made sense. Every time she would make it for his childhood colds or his dad’s nasty flu, they would recover like magic. It made less sense for when she’d make the meal for random ailments, like the time he fell off his scooter and skinned both knees and his hands, but he imagined that was more about having an excuse to make chicken and dumplings than anything else. Either way, Nicholas considered the dish to be the ultimate comfort food.

He brought the water to a boil, chicken bobbing around the water as he seasoned it carefully. Onions, butter, herbs: everything he added made the broth taste better. He added fresh garlic, certain it was the answer to making Alex’s allergies disappear, even if it hadn’t worked for him yet. He was sure this, along with the vegetable scraps from the freezer he used for flavor, would make a broth that would go head-to-head with Alex’s sneezing. At least he hoped so. If his mother was right, this could cure any ailment.

All Alex had to do was take Nicholas’s advice to rest and eat up.

As he stirred the broth and drained the vegetable scraps, he listened for more sneezes, but he didn’t hear any. Instead, he heard the shower turn on yet again. “Good,” he muttered, even though Alex had just gotten out. “That’ll help.” The steam opened his nasal passages, calming his sneezes down, but only for the duration of the shower. Nicholas had to wonder what would happen when Alex had to go back to work on Monday morning, and back to class. He couldn’t exactly bring the shower with him so, short of a full box of Kleenex, Nicholas was certain he’d be miserable.

Waiting for the broth to start boiling again, Nicholas opened his wedding binder. He leaned against the counter and flipped through the pages. As he turned the pages, some of the glossy magazine images began to turn up at the edges. He reached for a glue stick and stuck down one of the pictures, an emerald velvet tux that looked like it would match Alex’s eyes beautifully.

Nicholas knew he’d gotten lucky. So far, Alex had been on board with every lavish plan, though he’d joked more than once about eloping. Nicholas knew some of Alex’s protests weren’t a joke, that Alex did want to forego the drama of an extensive event, but he always came around to Nicholas’s plans anyway. Nicholas was appreciative of that.

He’d spent his entire life dreaming about the perfect wedding—or most of it. When other teens were focused on the ACTs, he was getting bridal magazines…and cutting the brides out of the pictures. Not that he didn’t have a good ACT score. He did. He’d gotten into the best software engineering program in a three-state radius. But his mind was focused on other aspects of his future the whole time. Who he’d meet. Who he’d marry. Who he’d spend his life with. His parents had never fallen out of love, madly focused on each other until the day his father died, and his mom hadn’t remarried.

To him, eternal love was real. Eternal love was more important than anything else, to be treasured and found and captured somehow. A love like that endured through death and even beyond it, he believed. As he skimmed through the binder, looking at the pictures, he thought of Alex, and the love they shared, and he had no doubt they belonged together. “It’s going to be perfect.”

Nicholas looked at the details, at all the plans they should be figuring out this month, twelve months ahead of their wedding date. They’d set the date they wanted in January. That was the main item to check off the list. But now, he was trying to decide between three engagement photographers, and it had been brutal. He flipped to a page and looked back and forth between sample photographs, labeled with keywords to describe their style, their price range, and their location. No matter how long he studied them, he couldn’t decide. There were too many good features of each one he’d been considering. He’d picked them for a reason, narrowed down from a much longer list.

“Oh! Shoot!” Broth bubbled over the sides of the pan, spilling onto the stove, startling Nicholas with a sharp hiss and sizzle once it reached the burner. He slid his book aside and turned off the burner, blotting at the mess with a towel and trying not to burn his fingers in the process. Some of the broth fried to the burner, blackening and sticking in a sloppy, crisp mess. “Dang it!” He’d been in his own little world.

“Is something burning?” Alex asked, sniffing the air. Towel-drying his hair, he walked closer into the kitchen and cocked his head to one side.

“Look who can breathe!” Nicholas said, smiling and turning to look at him before glancing back at the mess he’d made of the stove. “Nothing’s burning. Well, something is burning. Some broth spilled over, but it’s all right.” He swiped at it again, scratching at part of the burnt, blackened mess and jerking his finger away the second his brain registered the stovetop was still hot. “How are you? Any relief yet?” He tossed the rag aside, giving up on cleaning up until the surface cooled. He could finish the meal on another burner, he supposed.

“The shower helped,” Alex said. He sniffed again. The tell-tale stuffiness was already starting to return. “But nothing’s burning,” he added. “That’s a good thing.”

“Nothing’s burning,” Nicholas confirmed.

“Nothing except my love for you. Burning in a good way.” Alex winked awkwardly, both eyes closing before he could get it quite right. Still, it was an attempt, and Nicholas cracked up.

“Oh, yeah? You my hunka hunka burning love, there, baby?”

“Only always,” Alex asked. “Thank you, thank you very much.” Even his best Elvis impression wasn’t very good, but Nicholas adored his effort, kissing his nose gently. “You making chicken and dumplings?”

“Guilty as charged,” Nicholas said. He pulled Alex closer, wrapping his arms around him and giving him a proper kiss, one hand on his hip as he flicked his tongue over Alex’s lower lip and then nuzzled his nose gently.

“I was trying not to get you sick,” Alex said, mumbling as he pulled back.

“Baby. It’s allergies. You can’t get me sick.” Nicholas kissed him again. “Don’t worry about it.”

“If I’m not sick, why are you making chicken and dumplings?” Alex asked, head cocked to one side.

“Because it’s going to make you feel better regardless. And it tastes good.” Nicholas stuck his tongue out at Alex. “And if I do get sick? Whatever. Sounds worth it to me.” He savored another kiss in the rare moment before Alex would be too stuffed up to breathe, the narrow window where they wouldn’t have to cut kisses short for him to inhale through his mouth.

“You’re cocky,” Alex mumbled against his lips, sliding his arms up Nicholas’s back to his shoulders before he pulled away and sneezed again. “Dang it!”

Nicholas sighed and pulled away, smiling. “Well, it was worth a try.” He focused on his broth again, moving it to the clean burner and turning the heat to low. He’d clean the other half later. “Are you up to looking at something really quick?”

“Yeah, sweetheart, of course.” He rested his hand on Nicholas’s back. “What’s up? Need my opinion on your broth seasoning?”

“No.” Nicholas shook his head. “I’m still torn on the engagement photography.” He passed the binder across the space between them. “I love this one—Smith and Jones—and how they’re using flowers and magic-inspired elements. They’d create a themed shoot that would be brilliant and whimsical.”

“That’s beautiful,” Alex agreed. “What kind of theme are you thinking you’d want? Or would you tell them to go nuts?”

“I was thinking we could do a fun Singin’ in the Rain kind of thing. Kissing under an umbrella, rain falling down over it, bright rain boots?” He smiled thinking of it, eyes closed to picture how they’d look. “They’ve done some really cool water effects, and their website makes it look like they have ideas to do that kind of shoot on sunnier days, too, so we could make an appointment and not worry about waiting for rain.”

“I love that idea.”

Nicholas loved that Alex was always sincere when it came to planning, kind and excited even though he preferred something smaller than Nicholas was interested in. He appreciated the fact that Alex was getting into the wedding plans regardless. Still, decisions weren’t as easy as telling him the idea for the first photographer. “There’s this other photographer though,” he said, stopping him before Alex could pick the first one without seeing the other choices. He wanted to give all the ideas a fair shot.

“Okay. What’s the other one?”

“Vivid Portraiture. They do milk baths really well, and they’re very on-trend right now and—”

“Milk baths?” Alex asked, peering at the images pasted in the notebook, one of which was a bearded man who looked quite a bit like Nicholas—but not as handsome, Alex would tell him—in a milky-white bath, swirled with blue and purple dyes, strategically placed flowers floating over him. He crinkled his nose.

“Yeah. With the milk, and the floating flowers, and—”

“Baby, I’m stopping you right there. I don’t think our family or friends are going to want pictures of us naked in a bath, regardless of us being hidden under milk.” He giggled. “I’d prefer my mother not seeing you naked and covered in flowers.”

“All right, we’ll rule Vivid out then.” Nicholas didn’t mind crossing them off the list. He loved them, but Alex was right. Wrong shoot for the wrong time. He tried not to let it get to him.

“Not out,” Alex said. “Save that one for later. I may not want my mother to see it, but I think you naked and covered in flowers is right up my alley. We could see what their prices are and do this for each other. They’ve got my vote, just not for our engagement announcements.” He smiled sincerely, grazing Nicholas’s cheek with his thumb. “And don’t you dare think about getting rid of their information. I’m serious. I really do want a shoot like that. Put it in the post-wedded-bliss tab.”

“Okay. Thank you, Alex,” Nicholas answered. “That narrows us down to two photographers then. Majestic Images does a lot of smoke-themed photo shoots.” He turned back to the binder and flipped the page. “See?” Images dotted the page, rainbow-colored smoke in front of same-sex couples.

“Well, at least I don’t have to ask if this one is okay with gay couples. Is the first one aware of the fact that we’re two men marrying each other? Because if not, the problem of deciding might sort itself out.”
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