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Jon

Now

I know exactly where things went wrong. If only I had the balls to tell my husband that. If only I hadn’t turned over that one stone heavy enough to crush me along the way. And, if only this wonderful man sitting next to me realized he’s been wasting his time, just like everyone else who’s ever loved me. I can’t believe I let it happen again. Well, this is what I get for taking another chance and opening up to someone. For letting him slip past my security systems and straight into my fragile heart.

Stevie Nicks is right: Nothing ever changes. Not for guys like me, who keep getting the short end of the stick, no matter how hard we try. I thought I could have it all with a man like Nathan, but as I watch the stage curtains of our marriage close, it dawns on me that I should have known better from the start. All this time it was nothing but the universe dangling a carrot before my eyes, daring me to hope for change one more time. Guys like Nathan don’t build their ever-afters with guys like me. Part of him already knows it. I can see it in his eyes—even though he’s trying hard not to look at me right now.

“So, gentlemen. Welcome back and thank you for your commitment. I understand our first session was hard on both of you,” Dr. Gunnarsdóttir says, eager to start our second session of couples’ counseling—yes, that is what it’s come to. Just like last week, her Scandinavian accent has a calming, almost hypnotizing effect in her too-quiet practice. In an attempt to reinstate communication after last week’s disaster, Nathan told me about how he couldn’t get over the irony of an Icelandic therapist working in the south of Arizona—always the talker of the two.

She opens her leather-bound notebook with a clap as the covers meet around the back. “Now, I’m sure you have lots of thoughts about last week. Would either of you like to reflect some more on the issue right now? In this safe space?”

Oh great.

There’s no way Nathan won’t take the bait. I can almost hear the cogwheels groan behind his smooth forehead. Preparing for the current of discomfort headed my way, I focus on some of the titles in Dr. Gunnarsdóttir’s white-oak bookcases, interspersed with tiny potted cacti—just like I’d been doing last week before all hell broke loose.

Nathan clears his throat. “You mean when Jon refused to talk and I ended up screaming? Yes. As a matter of fact I do want to reflect on that.”

Here we go.

Dr. G should really organize her bookshelves by color to make them pop, like I did in Nathan’s house—our house, I mean.

Nathan uncrosses his legs next to me on the rust-colored leather twin seat before he continues, “I was angry, and hurt, because I thought we were in this together. That Jon would at least try to make this work. Realizing that he had no such intention was too much and I snapped. I...I want to apologize for my outburst. Looking back, I think it was the accumulated strain of feeling cast aside for weeks and it all just came out. I’m sorry if that sounds accusatory. It’s not what I want, but I—” He sighs. “I don’t know how else to put it.”

Always the straight A student. So fucking annoying.

And so fucking sexy when he gets all vulnerable like this. Fuck, I still love him, and it only makes me feel worse.

Dr. G holds up her palm. “No, Nathan, don’t apologize. Like I said last week, you’re entitled to your feelings. This is good. Thank you. Jon, care to weigh in here? Maybe give us your perspective on your husband’s outburst?”

So much for studying her books in the background. Nathan’s gaze is burning holes into my side, demanding I say something—anything. What I’m about to share is something I know I’ll regret, however. It’s a dick move, even for me, but it sure as hell beats hurting Nathan’s feelings.

Despite how it appears, that’s the last thing I want to do.

“Doctor, we actually have a confession to make. I know you said last time sex was pretty much off the table, but...” The remnant of a naughty smile flickers over Nathan’s face. Our little side adventure last week was an exceptionally delicious mix of make-up sex and hate sex, and he knows it. “We broke your rule when we got home.”

The doctor’s eyes go wide. “Okay. Thank you for coming clean. It’s not a disaster, but it does complicate things. But anyway, nice try, Jon. You’re excellent at evasive tactics, it appears, but I really need you to answer my earlier question. How do you feel about last week’s session?”

Man, she’s good. I hate how hard this is, how it makes me feel like a middle school kid again, not knowing the answers to a test—another one I couldn’t study for because of some random group home drama. And the last thing I need is the universe reminding me how big a failure I am at every fucking turn.

Nathan leans forward with a sigh, elbows on his knees, his patience wearing thinner by the minute. To avoid another outburst, I say, “I don’t feel good about it.”

Dr. Gunnarsdóttir nods. “Okay. That’s a start. Was there any particular part that made you feel bad?”

I sigh and rub my palm over my beard. I’m not good at communicating my feelings and I have my reasons for it. No one has ever cared about what I felt before. It never made any difference. If anything, it makes me weak, and I don’t ever want to feel like that again. Weak kids get hurt, either by their foster parents or their competitors. If you don’t show vulnerability, rejection can’t break your soul once they decide you’re not good enough and send you back to the hole you crawled out of. Much as I love Nathan, these are things he’ll never understand.

I’ve been studying my fingertips for too long. The croak of Dr. G’s leather armchair as she leans back makes me look up. Her face says boy, you are one tough nut to crack.

Nathan groans. “Jon, please. I’m begging you to say something. Anything. I won’t get mad this time, I promise. But something’s got to fucking give. I’m so tired of trying to guess whatever it is that I’m doing wrong here. It’s not fair for you to—”

“It’s not about you,” I hiss at him. “You’re not doing anything wrong. It’s not you.”

Nathan rises. “Then why am I getting the asshole treatment nonetheless?”

Because you wouldn’t understand. Because you would keep trying to fix me, when I’m beyond fixing. Because I’ll never be the kind of man you think I am. Because you’ll love me to the moon and back, only to realize it wasn’t worth the journey. Because I’ll only hurt you until you’re broken just like me.

“Nathan, sit down. This is counterproductive. We are not here to repeat last week’s mistakes. We are here to move past them.” To my relief, Dr. G’s words immediately work on my rule-following husband.

Last week, when I was equally silent on this couch, Nathan swan-dived into a yelling fit about how I promised we would try to save our marriage through couples’ counseling, and then shut my trap. Like he said, weeks of hitting a wall with me in various semi-fights had taken their toll on my husband’s patience. At the height of his rant, he said, “See what I mean, doctor? This is what keeps happening. We’re in the middle of a fight and he just gives up. And all I can do is guess what’s going on in that stubborn head of his. Please, please help us. I can’t do this much longer.” Needless to say, his outburst, no matter how justified, was an unexpectedly big turn-on in the aftermath.

“Jon, I’m curious. Do you understand why Nathan is lashing out at you? Where his anger is coming from?” Dr. G asks.

Still averting my eyes, I say, “I do. He’s angry because I’m not opening up. I’m sorry, Nathan. I know I promised. I just...I don’t know.”

“It’s okay, baby. You need time,” Nathan says, putting his hand on my knee.

“Fuck yes. Totally called it,” Dr. G says, arms in the air in triumph.

Come again?

Nathan’s furrowed brow meets mine as we stare first at each other and then at our smirking therapist.

“Sorry, I get excited over breakthroughs. I need to work on that. Anyway, whatever that little interaction was between you two needs to stop. Let me guess. Jon apologizes to Nathan a lot and Nathan forgives Jon a lot, or worse: swats it away like just now.”

Blinking, Nathan and I search each other’s faces, right before her theory lands. Come to think of it, I do apologize a lot—so much I probably don’t even think about it anymore.

“Thought so. Now, because of your very different upbringings, it’s easy for Jon to feel like he’s not living up to your expectations, Nathan. Therefore, he apologizes for, frankly, being who he is.” She points her pen at both of us alternately. “That right there is a toxic dynamic that needs to end. Yesterday. It completely tips the scales of your power balance. No wonder I can smell the guilt coming off both of you.”

She scribbles something on her notepad, then puts it on the marble coffee table in front of her and focuses her deep blue eyes on me. Off come her square black glasses—locked and loaded. “Jon, I need you to work on something. Unless you’re immediately hurting Nathan, stop apologizing. Therapy is hard work, and opening up doesn’t always come naturally to people. Your feelings and reactions in here are not only valid or justified, they’re necessary. This is a safe space. You can’t fail therapy, Jon, if that’s what you’re worried about. Even if this train still leads to divorce, you won’t be able to blame yourself for staying on board and seeing where it takes you.”

Nathan inhales sharply at the sound of the D-bomb, but doesn’t say anything.

Huh. Maybe these sessions really are working.

As Dr. G leans back again and tucks a rogue blonde curl behind her ear, I say, “Thank you, doctor. I’ll try.”

For a woman who’s only known us for under three hours, Dr. Edda Gunnarsdóttir—Gunnar’s daughter in her native language, something Nathan Googled—really sees us. She pierced right through our veil of hurt, blame, and resentment and identified a symptom of our faulty relationship we were both clueless of. I never thought it possible, but I’m feeling a little more at ease knowing our broken marriage is in competent hands.

At least it won’t be her fault.

“Okay, gentlemen, I’d like to delve more into your dynamics as lovers. In order to do so, I need to hear about how you two started out. Sometimes relationship problems have a root in your past that is so small you probably no longer recognize it. Bonus: This will remind you of all the things that made you fall in love back then. And, okay, full disclosure, in your case, I think it’s a story I’m going to enjoy hearing as well.” For emphasis, Dr. G puts her glasses back in place, slaps her notepad open like before, and clicks her pen to life.

Nathan pulls one leg under him and turns to me, his arm resting on the back of our twin seat. “Do you want me to start, or...?”

Every time someone asks us about how we met, Nathan’s the narrator, giving our meet-cute so much color it’s like I’m reliving it all again. Over the years, though, his version has fallen victim to embellishment. In one retelling I heard him say He told me he knew a few ways to shut me up, so that’s what he did, implying I either kissed him senseless or had him go down on me in public. Neither of those things happened on our first impromptu date, however. It was a naughty punchline and a crowd pleaser, but it also harmed our integrity and added another load to my bad-boy reputation pile.

“No, that’s okay. I’ll do it.”

Nathan’s eyebrows shoot up.

I’ll be damned. Looks like I’m going to be the talker for once.

* * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Jon

Then

Come on, come on, come on.

I don’t want to be in this godforsaken building. I’ve been up since four A.M., and am now positively dying to put my feet up after working overtime—again. Tonight’s forecast has zero gym hours in it and at least ten horizontal ones—I lifted more than my share of dead weight for one day, thank you very much. I didn’t even get to shoot the shit with Miranda like I wanted to—her stories are better than most stand-up comedy shows on YouTube. And now, as I’m running on fumes and not even a little bit entertained, I get to be reminded of the worst time in my life.

Law enforcement, no matter in what shape or size, always sets me on edge. I swear, everyone in here could either smell it or read it on my face the moment I stepped into the Tucson University Police Station. The Asian-looking lady at the front desk keeps eyeing me suspiciously, making me want to scream I’m only here to do the right thing, okay?

Besides me, there are two black gentlemen sitting across from me on the blue plastic seats and one elderly lady with jar-bottom glasses and a pink raincoat. She probably thinks it’s rude to talk to a police officer without one, which is both endearing and crazy, given we’re all living in the desert.

When guest number five barges into this place, there’s no shortage of entertainment anymore. Wearing a white button-down tucked into tan slacks and white sneakers, this dude means business. He looks taller than me, which is rare, but his shoulders and waist are slender as opposed to my bulky width. Rolled-up sleeves reveal wiry forearms and piano hands—long, elegant fingers. Huffing half a curse, he takes off his black Wayfarer sunglasses and hooks one of its ears in his unbuttoned collar. Sandy-blond chest hair peeks out just enough to make me salivate. With his legs for days, high cheekbones, and wavy hair, this guy would draw attention even if he weren’t about to explode with rage.

This should be fun.

“Excuse me, miss,” he says, slamming both palms on the counter of the front desk.

“Good afternoon, sir. Please sign your name here, take a number there, and have a seat over there. We will help you as soon as we can. Thank you for your patience,” the black-haired receptionist says without peeling her gaze from her computer screen.

Trouble in three, two...

“No, Miss...Kaneki, I will not take a number and wait. You don’t understand. I was just all but arrested by one of your rude troglodyte coworkers because of some unsettled debt for speeding tickets. And, like I told him, I never got any of the letters informing me there even was such a thing as a speeding ticket to my name.”

“Sir, I’m sorry, but you need—”

His long index finger goes up. “Do not interrupt me, Miss Kaneki. Two more things. One, I live in Alta Vista, which means my mail literally never gets lost. This is an error on your end. Yet, not only do I have to come and waste my time here, I have to take a number and wait my turn. What is this, a butcher shop in the eighties?”

I snort, then smooth my face when he side-eyes me.

“And two, this station is discriminating against our LGBTQIA+ community. Your coworker called me sweetheart, which is not acceptable. My best friend’s a lawyer and I’m not above slapping you people with a harassment suit. Trust me when I say this, you do not want her wrath to come down on this establishment.”

Miss Kaneki stands, mimicking her adversary’s movements. Despite their monumental difference in height, she can be one scary lady. “Sir, if you don’t calm down and comply with our procedures, I can always call my—how did you put it?—rude troglodyte coworker and have him take you into custody for disorderly conduct. I’m pretty sure everyone else in here saw you raise a finger at me, so while I’m at it, I could mention you threatened an officer of the law on top of that. What’s it going to be, sir? Do you want to be here for half an hour, maybe; or rather spend the night?” At the end of her comeback, she crosses her arms and gives him a once-over like she knows she’s got him by the balls.

The man huffs and drops his head, then starts signing the name sheet. “Fine. You win. I’ll wait,” he says, clearly a smart man who knows when to back away from a fight in spite of his outrage. Why is that so sexy?

Although she tries to hide it, Miss Kaneki’s victory tugs hard at her face muscles. I have a feeling she’ll be coming home to her loved one tonight and start unloading with the words guess who put a rich white guy in his place today?

Examining all sides of the waiting area, with its three rows of plastic seats, the guy decides to join my side, leaving one seat between us as society dictates. In passing, a waft of his woodsy cologne caresses my nostrils. Frustratingly so, he smells as good as he looks.

“Tyrone Maxwell,” Miss Kaneki calls out, prompting the bald Black man across from me to walk up to her. As I’m watching him pat his pockets to check if he’s got everything, I sense eyes on me from my right.

When I whip my head to his side, the tall guy looks away with a jerk of his neck—yup, he was checking me out. This just got interesting. With plump lips and an ass as fine as his, I could definitely show him a good time...or get a little rough and teach him some manners to dial back his sass.

Okay, not good. I’m half hard just thinking about it.

He hisses out a breath and says, “Can’t believe this. I’m going to be here forever. And I didn’t fucking do anything. It’s not fair.” He crosses his arms, completing the stereotype of the rich white kid. In his case, the kind that can’t resist his urge to talk.

I shouldn’t care. In fact, I should mind my own business and leave him to deal with his own shit. But...I do have an extra protein bar in my backpack that I don’t really need. And from the looks of it, he’s hangry as could be. If he throws another tantrum, the waiting time might double and I really don’t want to be here all night. In short, my next move is not about helping this guy out, it’s about helping all of us. I can totally justify it.

I open my bag and fish out my peanut butter-flavored protein bar. “Hey man,” I say, pointing the snack to him, “Take this.”

He leans back with furrowed brow. “Uhm, you’re very kind, sir, but no thanks.”

I poke his arm with the protein bar. “Dude. You need this. I’m not doing it for you, I’m doing this for the rest of us here. If you keep pissing these people off, they’ll keep us all waiting here for hours. You’re hungry, tired, and irritable as fuck. So, please do us all a favor and eat something, then we can all go home sooner.”

Looking confused, he accepts my offer, but keeps frowning at me, locked in an inner debate to see whether I’m friend or foe.

I smile. “Look, you’re cute and all, but I’m not trying to slip you a roofie or anything, so stop looking at me like I am. Unconscious is not my type, if it makes you feel any better.”

Hey, look at that. The man can smile.

Fuck me.

It’s the kind of toothpaste-commercial smile that makes the world go away. It brightens up his face so much you want to avert your eyes in fear of going blind—but problem is, you can’t. Not when he’s blushing and shaking his head a little like this. I know I shouldn’t and that he’s way out of my league, but I want to make him smile like that again. Soon. He’s a fantasy, nothing else, so what’s the harm?

“All right, then. Thanks, uhm...What’s your name?” He unwraps the top of the bar and rips off a piece with his teeth. Violent, but again, kind of hot.

“Jon. You?”

“Nathan. Good call, Jon. I really am hungry. Am I that obvious?”

“If you need to ask, you probably were.”

“Fair point. Sorry, rough day. Even before this speeding ticket hell. Seriously.” He runs his free hand through his blond locks. Instead of turning into a mess, his easy hairdo falls back into place with not one strand going rogue. Some people’s lives are so easy. It should be illegal—even though he’s too pretty for prison.

“You’re wrong, by the way.”

Mid-chew, he covers his mouth and says, “About what?”—too hungry to wait until he’s finished. Not so upper class after all. It just keeps getting better.

Stop swooning, you idiot. Will you never learn?

I have to force myself to look away from the hypnotizing bob of his Adam’s apple down his long, carved throat before I speak. “They’re not discriminating against us for being gay. Look around. We’re the only white people in this place. Race always trumps sexual orientation with law enforcement. Always. It’s horrible, but true.”

After looking around, he swallows and nods. “You may have a point.”

Regressing to silent co-existence again, I watch the guy named Tyrone desperately try to find something in his shoulder bag, with Miss Kaneki leaning her chin on her palm, bored as could be. It’s going to take a while, just as I feared. So long, in fact, that I’ve become someone’s focal point in this place. On a day like this, when I look like shit, it’s not something I’m comfortable with. At the side of a pool, mere hours after a workout? By all means, get your fill.

“Nathan, could you stop checking me out? Or at least be more subtle and pretend to look at your phone?”

“What?” he quips, way too fast to be casual about it. “I’m not.... I’m...Okay, maybe a little. Sorry, it’s just...I’m trying to understand your deal.”

“My deal?”

“Yeah. You’re a hard man to figure out. Why would you offer me food to keep my anger in check and school me on racism while you’re at it? You don’t know me. I could be a giant asshat. Yet, here you are, being kind.” He raises his long hands and adds, “Okay, and you’re easy on the eyes—in a bad boy on the mend kind of way, if you must know. There, I said it. Happy, Jon?”

I smirk. “Very. Always wanted a rich dude to call me pretty at a police station. Yup, I’m ticking it off my bucket list when I get home.”

Snorting, he says, “Shut up. I’m not that rich.”

I roll my eyes over his features, head to toe and back.

“I’m not.”

“Okay, whatever you say. Shame about my bucket list, though.”

He laughs. “You’ve got issues, man.”

“Wow. Pot and kettle much?”

“Hey. At least my issues are out in the open. Who knows what darkness lurks behind all those...those muscles and tattoos and—and your stoicism? Between the two of us, guess who’d be the psychopath?”

“You,” both of us say, then chuckle. Fuck, this guy is fun. It’s been a long time since I had this good a time with a guy fully clothed.

“Jonathan McKinney,” the front desk lady yells.

Nathan stands at the same time as me. “Okay, Jon, thanks for the protein bar. It was nice meeting you. I know people say that all the time like it’s common decency, but I mean it.”

He must have figured out my full name is Jonathan. I can’t help but note the one-eighty degree turn in his demeanor. I did this. I helped transform this handsome, yet angry stranger back into a well-mannered citizen. Maybe this wasn’t such a waste of time after all.

“You’re welcome. You too. Oh, and drive safe.” I wink.

His lips stretch into a wide smile. “Will do.”

I pull my backpack over one shoulder and head for the front desk to get this over with, all the while imagining my saggy couch inching closer.

“Uhm, Jon?” Nathan says, one step behind me. “What are you doing? She said Jonathan McKinney.”

“I know.”

“Well, that’s my name.”

“No, it’s not. It’s mine.”

He frowns and steps closer. “Jon, are you feeling okay? Been out in the sun a lot?” Despite the kindness in his eyes and the softness of his voice, I suddenly feel threatened by this gorgeous man. Trusting people is what got me in trouble in the first place. These days I like to believe I’ve learned from my mistakes.

“No. I mean, yes, I’m okay; no, I haven’t been outside that much. My name is Jonathan McKinney. What are you trying to do here, Nathan? Stop harassing me already. It’s not funny.”

He huffs, then crosses his long arms over his chest. “Excuse me? Harassing you? I agree. It’s not funny at all. Therefore, you might want to stop acting like you’re me.”

“Gentlemen, no one is harassing anyone, so stop whatever this is,” Miss Kaneki says, twirling her finger at us, “It actually is funny. It appears you’re both named Jonathan McKinney. Come on. Let’s see your driver’s licenses or IDs.”

Just like Nathan after fiddling with his brown leather wallet, I slap my driver’s license on the counter.

The hell?

“What the fuck?” Nathan says. “Is this some kind of prank?” He gasps. “Identity theft, that’s what this is. Who the fuck are you, and where do you get off using my name and reputation, huh?”

There it is. My good old friend accusation crawling out of the darkest corner in my mind to torture me some more. I don’t know which is worse: Nathan looking at me like I’m a criminal, or me shutting down completely, staggering backward like I really am guilty. Out come all my insecurities. No matter what I say, no one will believe my word over this pristine-looking guy’s, who smells of privilege. My breathing speeds up, adrenaline at the ready for a lightning-quick exit if need be.

“Sir, I’d keep my accusations to myself if I were you. According to our databases, you’re both legitimately named Jonathan McKinney, and were both born on December 5th, 1993, here in Tucson. Wow, just when you think you’ve seen it all.”

Trying to wrap his head around what’s happening, Nathan’s head turns from me to Miss Kaneki and back, jaw dropped and brow pinched.

“The words you’re looking for are I’m and sorry,” she adds, still absorbed in the contents of her computer screen.

“Right. I’m sorry, Jon. That was uncalled for. I swear I’m not always this big of a jerk.”

Breathe. You’re okay. They’re not coming for you.

His kind hazel eyes are drawing me in and all I can do is look down and nod.

“Oh. Oh damn. You guys are not going to like this. It all makes sense now,” Kaneki says. She stands and steeples her fingers. “I’m going to use your nicknames, if you don’t mind. There’s been a mix-up in our records. Jon over here changed his address some time ago, and whoever put it in the system picked the wrong Jonathan McKinney.”

Nathan looks at me again, then huffs out a laugh and pinches the bridge of his nose. “You’re not kidding. This is...Well, this is insane. Right, Jonathan?” He swats his hand my way with another round of laughs, a sound that pulls me right back from the abyss of accusation. Interesting how he managed that so quickly.

I can’t help but chuckle a little at his silliness. The way he keeps running his fingers through his hair is too obvious: He’s exhausted, which means he’ll laugh at just about anything right now. What would he look like when he’s kicked off his shoes and fallen face-first onto a bed of clean white linens? Does his face get all serious when he’s asleep or does it rearrange into that easy smile at night, too?

Fantasizing about him is all I get, so I might as well sit back and enjoy the ride for as long as I’m in his presence.

“In short, Jonathan and Jonathan—sorry, couldn’t resist—Jon got the letters from Nathan’s speeding tickets. So, uhm, if Nathan could pay the original speeding ticket without the additional costs of the delay, this will all be over. I’ve just switched your addresses, so there won’t be a repeat performance. On behalf of our station, I’d like to apologize for the inconvenience.”

When she ends her apology, I thank her and hand over the four envelopes I brought in my bag. At first I thought they were scams, since I’m maniacal about never driving faster than needed. Yet, the more serious—and red—the letters became, the more I felt the need to prove my innocence. Being hunted is a sensation I’ve gotten too familiar with to be taking chances.

“Okay. It was nice meeting you, Nathan. Take care,” I tell my hot, rich namesake and spin on my heels to get to my date with the couch.

“Wait,” he says and grabs my bicep. “Don’t go.”

Fuck.

Why, oh why did he have to touch me? Now he’s no longer a distant fantasy in my head. Now his heat signature is going to imprint on my nervous system. Now I’m going to be masturbating to the memory of his touch all week—for starters. And then, I’m going to browse Grindr for lookalikes I could fuck until I realize it’s never going to feel right. All because he had to curl his elegant fingers around my arm. I’ll put it in my mental column of all things that are unfair in my world.

When I catch him focusing on his hand on my arm, he wets his lips—fuck—then jerks away. “Sorry, it’s just...I feel like I owe you.”

“Relax, Nathan, we’re good. Bye now,” I say, eager to make a quick exit before this gets worse.

“Hey! Will you just wait?” Nathan says, getting in my face this time. This dude really doesn’t know how to take no for an answer. I rest my case about him growing up rich. “Look, this is all my fault. Granted, some admin worker screwed up our records, but if it hadn’t been for my speeding, you wouldn’t have wasted your time here today. Right?”

I shrug. “I guess.”

“Also, you gave me your protein bar. Now, if I don’t give you something in return, the guilt is going to haunt my dreams. I’m serious. If I let you walk away now, seven hours from now, I’ll be waking up screaming in cold sweat. My nightmares will feature one-eyed witches again, dancing in a circle while the chosen one’s making eyeball soup in the center. I’m rambling—I know, trust me—but my point is, I need to make things right with you.” He scratches the back of his head. “So, uhm...there’s a diner across the street, and I don’t know about you, but I could eat. What do you say? Have a quick dinner with Jonathan McKinney? I was going to say the one, the only, but that’s obviously not the case.”

I am so screwed. There’s no way I can say no to him now that I’ve heard his adorable ramblings. I hate making decisions like this. Option one, declining his offer, will lead me back home with a broken record of what-ifs for the foreseeable future. Sad, but like always, I’ll manage. Option two, accepting it, could lead to so many things beyond my control, I’m dizzy just thinking about them. I’d either discover how much I don’t like him after all in spite of our cute meet-cute...or how much I do and get my hopes up, there for the trampling.

As though he’s sensing my inner debate, Nathan says, “Come on. Like I said, you’d be doing me a favor. You like that kind of thing, right? Oh, and I’ll be super nice and even buy coffee after. Please, Jon? I’m not above begging.”

On your knees?

Dammit. I know better than this. I’ve been through enough shit in my life to realize strokes of good fortune are laced with razor blades. Aside from growing up in a mansion with more money than you could ever spend, there are no shortcuts in life for anyone. There’s no such thing as a golden opportunity that walks into your life and changes it for the better in the blink of an eye. If I allowed myself to believe in that bullshit, I’d keep hoping for circumstances to get better all the time and end up disappointed day in day out. It’s a hard-earned truth that I hold dear. So, if someone could explain to me why it’s so damn hard to tell this guy to fuck off, that would be great.

I might as well face it. I’m not going to say no, because that’s not who I am. God, I must be under his spell already. It’s the only explanation for my next two words. “Okay, fine.”

He raises a fist. “Fuck, yes. Okay, let me just pay for my sins and I’ll be with you in a sec.”

“Wait, Nathan?” He turns back around—two can play at this game. “What happens when they drink it?”

“Uhm. Drink what?”

“The eyeball soup?”

Bullseye. He’s grinning from ear to ear again. “Oh, that. Well, duh. They get powers to predict the future. Hence their eagerness to go through all the trouble of removing eyeballs.”

“Oh. Makes sense, I guess.”

“I know. That’s what makes it terrifying.” He winks.

I was right. There is no hope. If I had known handing him that protein bar would be the emotional equivalent of stepping into quicksand, I would have tossed it onto the pavement to watch it melt in the sun.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Nathan

Then

I really need to stop staring like I want to eat him with a side of chili fries. Problem is, with us sitting kitty-corner in this diner booth, I can’t. Seriously, how can anyone resist an eyeful of this gorgeous, rugged, quiet hunk of a man? He’s the type of guy I’d expect to see on Instagram, starring in one of those start-up pants companies’ ads that make you rewatch the video five times before you realize it. With his pronounced musculature, tattoos, cropped beard in that same tantalizing shade of black as his short hair, he couldn’t be more different from my last two semi-serious boyfriends. It’s...refreshing, actually. A tall drink of water, exactly what I need after a six-month dry spell.

But hold on, let’s back up here. I’m not a slave to my senses, seeing as I’m a twenty-six-year-old man in perfect control of his urges. Fact of the matter is I’ve always been attracted to bad boys like Jon right here, and they always end up being a jerk after two conversations and/or dates. This not being my first rodeo—woof, quite the imagery—I know this sort-of date will likely not go anywhere. It would be okay—a little disappointing, but okay. Totally.

Full disclosure, I didn’t invite him to dinner merely out of guilt for wasting his time at that godawful police station. The odds of running into someone who shares your name, birth date, and sexual orientation are infinitesimal at best—I should know, as I aced every math test and exam I’ve ever taken. Therefore, I couldn’t resist asking him out—sort of. If nothing else, it will be an interesting experiment to see how much else we might have in common. Besides, we had a few good laughs before the big discovery of there being two Jonathan McKinneys present. So, maybe the romcom lover in me wants to see where this adventure goes. I’m not ashamed to admit that.

If only I were better at first dates.

“So, you ready to order?” Jon asks after I’ve been hiding behind my laminated menu for too long to be appropriate.

“Uhm, yeah. You?”

He pulls my menu down—the nerve. “I decided about five minutes ago, yeah. Is everything okay?”

God, that voice. He’s one of those guys that sound tired all the time. Perpetual bedroom voice—yeah, because he wasn’t sexy enough without it...

I sigh, then look him in the eye. Best to have all cards on the table right away, right? “Jon, I have a confession to make before we go any further.”

“Further?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Do I, though? Wait, is this a date?”

Fuck.

“Uhm...I don’t know. I thought it was, until you made me all queasy about it. Okay, I guess it’s...not. Sorry for assuming you’d want to go on a date with me.”

“Nathan, that’s not what I meant...at all. I’m just surprised you considered this a date. That you’d think of it as such. Or better yet, think of me as someone you’d...you know, date.” He runs his hand through the short bristles on the side of his head, clearly uncomfortable with labels.

Oh great. Not only does he have perfect skin, his cheeks flush easily, too. A shy bad boy is like gay kryptonite. My attraction to him has entered frustrating territory.

“Of course I would date you.” I shake my head to rid myself of the horror of my words. “That came out wrong. Let me try again. I’d be a lucky man to date a guy like you.” Hey, look at that. I’m impressed by my own choice of words.

He smirks, his lips tugging on one side. “Looks like we’re on a date, Jonathan.”

I roll my eyes. “That will never get old, will it?”

“Fat chance. But...to stay on topic, what’s that big confession you were talking about?”

Before I can answer, a young frat-boy waiter with a bored expression and hungover eyes takes our order—I can almost see the beer coming through his pores. And wouldn’t you know it? We’re ordering the same Mexican-inspired jalapeño burger with chili fries and an iced tea. After letting me order first, Jon parrots my words verbatim with a grin that makes a drop of sweat trickle down my back.

“You did that on purpose,” I quip.

He shrugs. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. You’re stalling. Come on. I have a confession, too, but you can go first. If it makes you feel better, yours can’t be worse than mine.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure, but here goes.” I clear my throat. “I suck at first dates. I’m so bad at them it’s probably some sort of deranged record.”

He tilts his head. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I always end up saying all kinds of weird private stuff about myself. And then I try to smooth over the shock of whatever embarrassing detail I went on and on about. Basically, I alternate between oversharing and backpedaling until I scare my date off for good. I’m not kidding. Some have changed their names and/or state.”

When our iced teas arrive, Jon is still nodding. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to need an example.”

This guy.

It’s official, though. He’s having a good time. Where he was slumping his shoulders at the police station earlier, he looks at ease and has no trouble meeting my eyes with his own icy-blue gems. God, he’s even making the beige sofa bench he’s sitting on look pretty.

I pull out a few bags of ketchup from the white plastic dispenser and start fanning them out like cards. “All right. You asked for it. Every night, when I’m making my overnight oats, I watch myself in the reflection of my ovens in nothing but my briefs and think about how hot I am, and how weird it is that I’m still single with an ass like mine. Well, I’m obviously not attracted to myself like that, but I’m really proud of my ass. Worked hard on it with all those squat reps, if you get what I’m saying. And then I start wondering if my personality keeps turning suitors away, which starts up a whole other conversation in my head. Or my voice or something. In short, it’s vanity and self-loathing all twisted up in a bow around my ass. I’ve said ass too much, haven’t I? Oh, just in case you’re wondering, New Mexico’s that way.” I point to the east—I think.

Jon’s snickering and covering his eyes with one palm fixed to his brow. “Well, it’s true. I did notice the quality of your ass earlier.”

I raise both arms. “Thank you. You honestly don’t know how much I needed to hear that.” I take a big gulp of iced tea, blinking hard at the overpowering sugar-to-water ratio. “So, I showed you mine, now you show me yours.” I wiggle my eyebrows at my own pun.

Jon’s smile fades. “I went to prison for six months.”

I roll my eyes. “Yeah right, bad boy. Very funny.”

Instead of keeping our funny banter going with a busted, just kidding, there’s no comeback this time. After rearranging the ketchup bags into a stack, I look up to find him studying his hands on the table. The flex of his jaw muscle causes a pang in my chest.

Oh, fuck.

“Oh my God, Jon. I’m such a jerk. I’m sorry I said that.”

“It’s fine. I just...I just need you to know, since we’re on a date and everything.” He rubs the side of his nose, then looks out the window.

Under any other circumstances, I’d have no trouble finding the right words to say. Even when examining a flaky rash down someone’s butt crack and scraping parts off it, I’m able to make small talk without losing focus. But right now, with Jon looking like he’s about to crumble in anticipation of my reaction, of what could be yet another disappointment in his life, I’m speechless.

The sad, non-inclusive truth is, people going to prison is not something I’m familiar with at all. Growing up as privileged as I was—am—it’s not a subject that arises in a lot of my day-to-day conversations. And, I know better than to lean on things I’ve learned through shows like Orange Is The New Black or Prison Break.

And so...not one word escapes my mouth. I don’t know which is worse: continuing this silence or saying something ignorant? Since he’s meeting my eyes again, I guess we’ll find out sooner rather than later.

“Dammit. Now you’re looking at me like everyone else when they find out.” He sighs. “Look, Nathan, if it’s too much for you to handle, just say the word, okay? This, right here, is me giving you an out—a chance to walk away. I...I won’t be mad. Not to your face, at least.” His voice is even more husky and whispered. He sounds wounded, which should not make my mouth water like this. It’s totally inappropriate, but it is what it is.

I can feel my mind stretching at the seams. How did a stand-up guy like Jon end up in prison? What kind of upbringing did he have? Has he changed a lot since? Has it made him bitter? Would his time in prison be something that stands between us, as I can’t begin to wrap my head around the full scope of it? Or would he feel comfortable enough to open up and share all of his fears and regrets over pillow talk every night? Oh, and exactly how wide would my mother’s eyes go if I introduced Jon as my boyfriend? Why would I enjoy that so much?

Jon sucks his teeth. “Okay. This was nice, I suppose.” He gets up and sidesteps out of our booth. “Good luck with your next first date, Nathan. And for the record, you’re actually very charming. Personality is not your problem. Prejudice, that’s what you should be worried about.”

Instinct takes over as Jon threatens to leave. I grab his wrist and tug, gripping it like a lifeline—or like the madman I’ve become ever since that stupid officer pulled me over. “For the love of Cher, could you please stop running from me already? It’s annoying as fuck. Just give a guy a minute to process, okay?”

He puffs out his chest with a big inhale. “Nathan. If you can’t process it, maybe that’s our clue that this was a bad idea from the get-go.”

“Jon,” I say, my voice a little tight for reasons beyond my understanding. The rest of my line dissolves into thin air as soon as our eyes connect. Somehow, it’s enough to make him lose the creases in his forehead. “Don’t go. Please?”

“Two Mexican Dreams with chili fries?” the young waiter asks, balancing two plates on his arm. To my delight, the waft of grease, salt, and smoke covers his beer sweat smell this time. His gaze bounces from me to Jon and my hand gripping Jon’s wrist. “Or did you guys want these to go?”

In between my pleading eyes and my death-grip, Jon’s determination relents with a sag of his shoulders.

When he’s reclaimed his seat, I take a risk and move my hand over his, making him tense up. “I’m sorry I went mute on you just now. That was not fair. If you must know, I was wondering what happened in your life that contributed to you crossing that line. And I’m kind of hoping it’s no longer part of your struggles. That it stopped haunting you. Look, I don’t really know you, but learning about your incarceration won’t make me pull the plug on this...this, whatever this is between us that may well be something wonderful.” I swallow, hoping my candor won’t scare him off the same way my silence did. “I’m not prejudiced, Jon. Ignorant, maybe, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to give you a fair chance. Besides, six months in lock-up is not something you can’t come back from in this day and age. And from where I’m sitting, it appears you’re proving my point.”

He sits back and eyes me with a lopsided smile. Gone is the tension between us—nailed it. “You know, you’re the first person who’s said that ever since I got out. Thank you.”

With a mouthful of burger, I say, “I’m sorry to hear that. Bet you’re glad you didn’t leave, huh?”

“What can I say? Guilty as charged,” he says with a wink as he picks up his burger, too.

Fuck. Making him smile and joke like that is addictive. Every time I succeed, it sets off a spark in my chest, like the flash of an old camera’s bulb at a red-carpet event.

Over our thousand-calorie dinner, Jon shines a light on his time in prison—the first date-proof digest version, of course. My heart sinks when I discover he was convicted for a drug trafficking charge. Five years ago, Jon worked for a Mexican cartel and drove a truck packed with illegal substances for a living. “It seemed harmless at the time, and a way to make good money. I only had one contact in the low branches of the family tree, so as to keep me at a safe need-to-know distance. Anyway, long story short, I got pulled over and arrested one day. Six months later I got out early on good behavior.” He puts his hand over mine, like I did to him before. “Nathan, that part of my life is completely over, I swear. I never even used any of that stuff myself. And from what I’ve seen, I sure as hell never will.”

Trying to win some time, I flag our waiter and order more iced tea for both of us. Why, oh why did his crime have to be drug-related? Jon, this amazing man I’m having the best time with, once contributed to the very thing my sister Jennifer has been struggling with most of her life. All the drama, all the disappointment, all the broken promises and rehab bills...It was all possible because of types like Jon, who wanted to make a quick buck by shipping ounces of misery to thousands of people.

“O-kay...You’re doing it again. It’s too much for you to handle, isn’t it? Now that it’s become real?”

“What? No, of course not.” I take big gulps of iced tea, hoping there are answers in my glass. Should I tell him about Jennifer or not? I’m pretty sure he just heard the higher octave in my voice, so I’d better think fast.

Eventually I find my answer: no. Jon is vulnerable enough right now without me adding to his towering heap of guilt. And, it’s not like I’ll be introducing him to my family in the first few months, anyway. If I did, without any severe preparation of their mindsets, chances are they wouldn’t even let him set foot in the house. I feel bad about having to lie, but it’s what’s best for both of us right now. One step at a time. “I’ll say this much, though. I’m a dermatologist, so I’ve seen my share of substance abusers with serious skin problems of every color—literally. Let’s just say I’m glad you’re no longer part of that world.”

He nods. “Me too. I understand where you’re coming from. I want you to know I’m sorry for my role in all of that. If it makes you feel any better, that is exactly why I’m doing everything I can to make up for what I’ve done. I work as a caregiver at The Groves elder care home. Well, obviously I don’t have a lot of options on the job market, but this gives me an opportunity to help the community. To give back.”

“It’s really good to hear you say that. Really. I love your attitude, by the way.” Yes! Another light bulb has just died in bright glory. It’s the sexiest smile I’ve ever seen: boyish, yet confident. I’m going to try again. “So, uhm, do you like your job?”

“I do.” Bingo! “I can’t do any medical assistance, but they allow me to do all the rest. It’s a miracle they hired me at all, so I don’t complain.”

He doesn’t need to tell me the pay is shit, and I’m not going to mention it either. It’s another major difference between us, but seeing as we don’t have anything in common aside from burger choices, name, and birthday, it doesn’t really stand out from the crowd.

“So, did I hear that correctly? It’s Doctor Jonathan McKinney I’m on a date with?” He produces a low whistle. “If I had a mom, I bet she’d be beaming with pride.”

“Yeah, I bet. If only I didn’t suck this much at first dates, huh? I’m telling you, I’m going to say some crazy shit that’ll have you running before this dinner ends.”

Jon chuckles. “I almost did. Yet, something in your eyes made me stay nonetheless, so I’m liking your chances.”

While I’m blushing like an idiot, the waiter clears the table without so much as asking if everything was to our liking. I take the opportunity to order coffee, with Jon nodding in agreement—he’s a coffee man. It just keeps getting better.

“Is it too soon to ask why you don’t have a mother?

“It’s not. That’s why I left you the bait.” He winks. “I was born an orphan, so yeah. I don’t have any family.” In a matter-of-fact tone, Jon lets me in on a childhood spent in the foster care system. Without going into details—something he doesn’t tend to do in general, I’m learning—he tells me how he went from group home to foster family and back until he turned eighteen. I wonder if he can see the relief in the set of my shoulders. Jon growing up without a loving home in all likelihood contributed to hanging with the wrong people, which resulted in him taking on a job with a drug cartel. Ergo: he was trying to make lemonade with sour lemons and got tempted to steal a few sweet ones. He’s not a crook, he’s a child that wasn’t loved enough to be able to walk the straight and narrow. God, I want to move over to his side and wrap my arms around him. Whisper in his ear how everything is going to be okay and that he’s doing great. Run my fingertips over his beard and make him ticklish just for the fun of it. Whatever makes him comfortable and happy, really.
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