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Cade Bishop is finally on the mend from a traumatic
event that happened almost five years ago. That healing didn’t
really start until last April, when he met Alan Troxler.

 


Alan has problems of his own, but he’s noticed over
the last eight months that the more time he shares with Cade, the
more easily he’s able to put his troubles to rest.

 


They’re traveling together to Asheville, North
Carolina to renew a Christmas tradition that was an important part
of Alan’s past, and to introduce him to Cade’s parents - one of the
few worries he hasn’t been able to let go.
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​ Mid pleasures and
palaces though we may roam,

Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like
home.

 


—John Howard Payne, (1791-1852)
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​​​ Return

 


Screech! Screech! Screech! Screech!

Cade Bishop’s eyes flew open as his hand flew
to the alarm clock, stopping the infernal racket. He lay still and
quiet for a while, studying the ceiling. He’d been dreaming about
the night four years ago that changed his life forever. For more
than a year after the attack, the nightmares had been violent,
terrifying, and regular as clockwork. They’d faded over time, to
the point where that gruesome experience rarely invaded his sleep.
This one hadn’t been a nightmare, but it hadn’t been pleasant
either. His heart rate slowed as indecipherable wisps of the dream
faded from memory, and he gladly let them go.

The sound of a nearby breath caught his
attention, and he smiled. Now that was pleasant. He freed his other
hand from the sheets and rolled over to plant a tender kiss on an
exposed shoulder. “Alan?” He got a gravelly groan in response. He
gave the shoulder a gentle bite. “Alan. Time to get up.”

“Hrgh!” Alan rolled onto his back and crossed
his forearms over his eyes. “Is this one of your little jokes?”

“Not a joke. Come on, we’ve got to get
moving.”

“Mmmm.” Alan rolled back onto his side and
pulled a pillow over his head.

“Alan!” Cade climbed out of bed, came around
the other side, and ripped back the covers. “Hey, this wasn’t my
idea.” He took Alan’s hand and tugged hard enough to shift him to
the edge of the mattress.

“Alright. Alright!” Alan sat up and blinked,
then squinted. “You know, the day I left the service, I swore I’d
never get up at oh-dark-thirty again. But for you—” A ferocious
yawn ripped through him, stretching his mouth and his arms wide.
When it released him, he looked up at Cade and sighed in
resignation.

Cade pursed his lips, then blew a flirty kiss
at Alan. “I’m going to take a minute to freshen up. Can I trust you
to get dressed while I’m gone? Everything’s laid out.”

“Yes, Dear,” Alan singsonged as he swung his
legs over the side and stood up.

Cade stepped toward the bathroom, keeping an
eye on Alan as he went—suspicious that he would slip into bed again
the moment his back was turned. He brushed his teeth and splashed
cold water on his face before returning to the bedroom. Alan was
gone, and so were his clothes, so he took that as a good sign. He
dressed, then emerged into the great room, and found Alan in the
entryway, wrapped in his parka, the hood pulled low over his face.
He was leaning his head and one shoulder against the front door,
gently rocking back and forth.

“Oh, Alan. You look pitiful.”

“Please pity me!” Alan turned a woeful pout
on Cade. “Why am I up when the sun isn’t?”

“May I remind you again, sir,” Cade said,
with playful formality, “this was your idea? We are leaving at this
insane hour so we have time for you to treat me to a Buildwell
House Christmas before we go to my folks’ place for dinner.”

“Oh yeah. That.” Alan groaned. “I guess I did
this to myself.” He groaned again.

“Let’s just bite the bullet and do this,
shall we? Or, whatever it is you big, strong Marine types say?”

Alan snapped to attention, gave a crisp
salute, and roared out, “Oorah!”

“Yeah. Hooray, or whatever…”

Alan smirked and shook his head.

Cade couldn’t help the grin that stole across
his lips. Alan was so adorable when he was sleepy. Cade took his
jacket from its peg and slipped into it, then picked up their bags
from where he’d placed them by the door the previous night. He
handed one to Alan. “Let’s go, okay?”

He took Alan’s hand as they walked down the
two flights of stairs and out to the parking lot. He pressed the
button on his key fob to pop the trunk open as they approached the
black Mercedes. They threw their bags in and he slammed it shut,
moving quickly to get out of the icy morning air.

He climbed into the driver’s seat and, as he
buckled up, he looked over at Alan, slumped in the passenger seat.
“You did put the gifts in the trunk last night, right?”

Alan’s head shot up and his eyes went wide.
“I thought you were putting the gifts in the trunk!”

Cade shook his head.

“Jeez! Wouldn’t that have been
perfect—showing up at your parents’ house without gifts!”

Cade wasn’t about to sweat the small stuff;
he was far too excited over the prospect of the day ahead. “No
worries. I’ll get some heat going, then I’ll be right back.” He
cranked the engine and turned on the heater, then got out and ran
back into the building. When he returned, he found Alan sound
asleep. He’d taken off his parka and reclined the seat. He was
drawing deep breaths through his nose, and each time he exhaled his
lips made a little puffing sound. Alan was so dear! Cade swallowed
hard around the lump forming in his throat. Lately, he’d been
noticing more and more moments like this, where something so simple
would stop him in his tracks and make him realize how lucky he
was.

He settled himself and closed the door
quietly, backed the car out of the parking space, and turned it
toward a future he’d been waiting months to see unfold.

 


***

 


Maintaining his grip at ten and two, Cade
pushed hard against the wheel, pressing his shoulders back into the
leather seat. He yawned. There was still no hint of the rising sun
in his rearview mirror, and the air outside the plush compartment
hovered just above freezing. Worse yet, he’d committed the
sacrilege of skipping coffee in their rush to leave Durham before
six a.m. And yet, the truth was…he felt good. He couldn’t remember
the last time he’d felt so good. He took his eyes from the road and
turned to glance at the slumbering form of Alan Troxler—the man
who’d made such a sudden and unexpected entrance into his life less
than a year ago. The man who now made it possible to be happy in
the cold and dark at Oh-God o'clock.

Though technically it was Christmas Eve,
their early start meant traffic was almost non-existent. He’d
passed one car ten minutes ago, filled with small children
cavorting about in bright red Santa hats. Earlier, there’d been a
minivan with one of those fake reindeer behinds sticking out of its
grill, as if the poor thing had crashed. He knew there was no
accounting for taste, but there were times he was certain there
should be.

Looking ahead and behind, he saw no hint of
headlights or taillights. It made him feel a little lonely, which
was silly; if he wanted to, he could reach over and touch his
boyfriend. In fact, he did want to, but he wasn’t about to disturb
Alan’s nap. They had a big day planned, and he wanted his man
well-rested.

The dim light from beneath the console drew
Cade’s attention to a pair of big, bare feet, and he decided it
wouldn’t jeopardize their safety too terribly if he was to take a
surreptitious inventory. He looked for traffic, then back at the
floorboard. A few tantalizing leg hairs peeped out from under the
hem of Alan’s jeans. Sadly not the tight ones for a three-hour car
ride, but even this loose pair clung to Alan’s massive thighs.

He checked out the windshield again, then
gazed back at Alan, scanning from thigh to waist to chest. The tee
shirt was tight enough to reveal well-developed pecs. His mind
replayed the sensation of combing his fingers through the silky
thatch of black hair that covered Alan’s chest. When they’d first
met, there’d been a nearly-bare patch down the center revealing
surgical scars from his war wounds. Now that the hair had grown
back the scars weren’t visible, but Cade still liked tracing his
fingertips over their nubby texture. Alan said they didn’t hurt,
and it was a good reminder to Cade of just how precious—and
tenuous—life really was.

After one more check for traffic, he focused
on Alan’s ear. Those ears were Alan’s weak spots. Cade giggled,
remembering the sounds that came out of this big bear of a man when
his ear was being nibbled.

He followed the curve of Alan’s cheek to his
eyes. Long black lashes curled away from lids which now obscured
the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen. They were black—black as
midnight. Cade easily became lost when he looked into them.

A quick correction with the wheel kept the
car from drifting as badly as his thoughts. But he couldn't resist
one more look at Alan’s face. He grinned. It was surprising how
quickly that face had come to feel like home. They’d met last
April, only eight months ago, but sometimes when he looked at that
face…it felt as if they’d known each other for lifetimes. There was
just something about Alan, something so open and warm, that Cade
always felt at ease when he was with him. He returned his full
attention to the road ahead and resolved to keep his focus on
driving, but it was sweet to realize even a boring task like this
was better with Alan beside him.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





