
    
      
        
          
        
      

    





The Ugly Truth


by Layla Lewis




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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I’m practically whistling as I step out the door from therapy. Today was good for a change. So good that I got a little carried away. I said that in spite of everything, maybe after almost a decade together with Isaac, my partner and Dominant, it was finally time to propose.

I got a look for that one, and I did end up walking it back a bit. Still, I think this whole ‘solo couples counseling’ thing is working out. Maybe there’s hope for us after all.

I get in my car and pause to check my phone.

Nothing urgent back at the office. I guess the tech support lines are managing themselves for a change, no oversight needed from me. I can tidy up my few loose ends remotely, so I head home a bit early.

I wonder if Isaac is home yet. I can never keep track of his study group meetings.

If he’s home, I bet I know where he is. He’ll be off in his private shed again, using power tools to reaffirm his gay masculinity or something.. He says it relaxes him. I think that’s great for him. Really.

It’s perfectly reasonable for him to claim that as his own space, off-limits to me. Besides, at least Isaac is too gentle a Dominant for me to worry that his shed hides something truly awful. There won’t be any serial killer trophies. No rainbow of passports, all with different fake names. And no grotesque photographs of my face, all disfigured with Sharpie and embedded with throwing knives.

No, I don’t seriously fear anything drastic; I just feel shut out.

Today, though, I just can’t be brought down by Isaac’s excessive need for privacy.

My good mood follows me for the whole drive. As I pull up next to our little house, the late afternoon shadows fall in familiar ways over my parking spot. In the background is the usual noise—children playing across the street; a weed whacker off in the distance; someone’s old beater refusing to turn over, quite close by.

It all strikes my ear as happily reassuring. I’m home.

My steps carry me automatically around to the side of the house. But no sooner have I turned the corner than I’m brought up short. Something is different today.

Because the door to the outbuilding? It’s ajar. The door to Isaac’s workshop is open. Unexpectedly, astoundingly open.

I know I’m getting excited over nothing. Over a couple-inch gap between a door and its frame. But what can I say; I’ve been told I have a taste for melodrama.

Isaac is humming a tune, so I know he’s inside, safe and relaxed.

I’ve been waiting for this for a very long time. My partner is finally letting me into his inner sanctum, after nine years together.

Something chronic in my chest un-tightens. There’s really is hope for us. It isn’t about me being overly optimistic.

“Isaac!” I call out softly.

His humming continues.

“Isaac!” I try again. A little louder, a little closer.

The humming stops. “Clive?”

“The one and only!” I say, not caring if I sound a little goofy.

He meets me at the door, holding it open with his shoulder.

It’s too dim for me to see inside much, but Isaac himself is already a treat right now. Despite the fact that he’s obviously been working hard, he’s undeniably ornamental, standing there oh-so-casually. His sweaty, raggedy old shirt clings to his body in several places, more suggesting and promising his muscled chest than actually defining it.

He’s in his ratty but perfect-fitting jeans—the ones he loves so much that after I banned them from being seen in public, they became his favorite workshop attire. I haven’t seen him in those jeans in a while, and I’d forgotten just how much they hug his hips. The way they emphasize his crotch.

Another time, I might reach for him; work my fingers through the rips and holes in his clothing;  grasp the skin beneath. But not now. Not yet, at least.

He stands there passively, letting me look him up and down.

“Hi hon,” I say. I start to open my arms for our usual embrace.

He holds up a hand. “No, not right now, sorry—I’m too sweaty.”

His sweat doesn’t bother me—in fact, it kind of turns me on—but I don’t press.

“Okay, no hug,” I agree.

We stand on opposite sides of the threshold.

He seems distracted. His mind must still be on his wood-working project inside, whatever it is. But any second now, he’s going to invite me inside.

With a gentle smile on his face, he’ll say, “Come inside my workshop, Clive.”

And he’ll mean, “Come inside, and become part of my life at the deepest level.”

Any minute now.
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Isaac shifts in place just beyond the threshold to the outbuilding.

Down the street, a motorcycle tears away. One of the playing kids gives an ear-piercing shriek and then a giggle. Footsteps crunch on the gravel of our driveway, coming toward us.

Wait. Footsteps are crunching on the gravel of our driveway. Coming toward us.

Isaac hears the sound a moment later and cocks his head.

I sigh over the interruption. Well, a little more sweet anticipation can’t really hurt—not at this point. “I’ll go see who it is,” I say.

Isaac doesn’t say anything, just stays hovering in the threshold.

The moment I see who it is, irritation flares.

I remind myself that today is still a great day, no matter what. No matter that coming right toward us is Isaac’s friend and one of my least-favorite people: Mac.

It’s been quite a while since I saw Mac. I take in their appearance, reminding myself. I note luxurious dark hair, a full beard, and thick brows—all left to grow wild in ways that somehow work. Above the beard, their tan face is masculine but refined; beautiful, without half trying. 

They move with a self-assurance that I’ll never have. Bright, loose clothing floats about freely, so that they trail behind them a whole cascade of colors. Somehow, the effect doesn’t detract from the enviably built figure beneath. Instead, the thin fabric flirts, teases; it presses against a leg or shoulder and reveals a shape, only to flutter away again the next moment.

Meanwhile here I am, faithfully ironing my T-shirts, stressing over every weird eyebrow hair, and knowing that despite it all, I’ll always be below average in the looks department.

So I have plenty of shallow, petty reasons to dislike Mac, even before we get into their personality. I have to force back onto my face the grin that felt so natural a moment ago.

“Hey, Mac.”

“Clive,” they acknowledge. “I was just heading out. I was hanging out with your husband, earlier.”

“Isaac and I aren’t married,” I correct automatically.

“Really? Even after you bought the house together? And with everything that’s going on? Huh.”

I’m pretty sure this is none of their business, and it makes me snarky.

“What are you saying? That Isaac and I should go get gay-married quick, before they make it illegal again?”

“No, no,” says Mac. “Though if marriage is on your mind anyway... You know, last year I actually got ordained so I could officiate my friends’ wedding.”

Of course Mac did. Of course they went out one day and just casually got ordained.

I make a heroic effort and manage not to roll my eyes.

“So I’m just saying,” Mac continues, “if you and Isaac ever want to make it formal, to put it on paper for The Man? Give me a call.”

“You’ll be the first person we think of,” I fib.

“Only, I might be bad luck,” they continue, turning pensive, “because now my friends are already breaking up.” Then they light up. “Hey, do you think that if I can officiate a wedding, then maybe I could also do the arbitration for a divorce? Not legally, I mean; more like energetically.”

“I have no idea,” I reply honestly. “But Isaac and I won’t be needing any kind of arbitration.”

“Of course not. But sometimes it just helps to have an outside opinion.”

I can’t tell if Mac’s trying to work up some kind of side hustle, or if they just want to feel wise and important. Either way, I’m not into it.
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