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      Call it a situationship, call it roommates with benefits—whatever it is, Riley Sweet is mostly fine with the arrangement. After all, he’s got an awesome off-base apartment on Okinawa, and he’s got someone to hook up with on the regular with no pressure and no strings.

      

      The problem is that he’s starting to catch feelings for the hot, aloof Marine who’s apparently interested in very specific types of fun, but nothing else. He won’t even sleep in the same bed as Riley.

      

      Nolan Tyler is carrying a dark secret that’s kept him closed off from everyone for years. Out of shame, fear, and self-preservation, he keeps everyone at arm’s length, including Riley.

      

      When Nolan is asked to be his brother’s best man, there’s no bowing out. Not even when going home means facing everything he enlisted to escape.

      

      Though Riley doesn’t know exactly why Nolan balks at going home, he offers to come with him as backup. In exchange, Nolan will come with him as his “boyfriend” in a last ditch effort to get Riley’s parents to accept, once and for all, that their son is gay.

      

      Nolan takes him up on it, but he’s terrified that the truth about his past will come out… and the man he’s falling for will leave.

      

      Content Advisory: past sexual assault, on-page harassment and verbal abuse, self-harm
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      November

      

      “Guys. Guys.” I laughed as I nudged the three cats back so I could shut the apartment door. “Can I at least take off my boots?”

      From the meowing, head bumps, and demands for attention… no, I could not take off my boots. This happened every day, so I just chuckled, tossed the mail on the shelf above the shoe rack, leaned against the wall, and carefully untied one boot, then the other. Once I’d put my boots on the rack, I headed down the hall with the fuzzy trio on my heels.

      They were a hazard, to be sure, but they made me laugh. From the demands for pets and attention to the dramatic insistence that they were wasting away from starvation (yeah, right), they were hilarious and cute. Kind of made me wonder how I’d made it through my first year on this island without them.

      I’d had a shitty day. Usually did—my command was toxic as hell from leadership on down, and getting stuck on traffic detail meant even more attitude from people than I used to get as a sentry at the damn gate.

      “Dude, come on. That ticket is bullshit.”

      “When did the speed limit change?”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      Or my personal favorite:

      “Do you know who my husband is?”

      Needless to say, it was a relief to get home to the melodramatic creatures who acted like they didn’t get any attention, any food, or any stimulation from me or my roommate.

      Now I just needed to get out of this damn uniform. Though we weren’t allowed to wear them off-base, we were allowed to wear them on our commutes as long as we went straight to or from work. Sometimes I changed before I left. Sometimes I just needed to get the hell home before I pistol-whipped someone. Today had been one of those days.

      After I’d changed out of my utilities and into shorts and a T-shirt, I played with the cats on my bed for a few minutes. Then I led the little parade of creatures into the kitchen so I could get myself something eat. And them, of course. I wasn’t a monster.

      Arrow and ShiShi got on the counter while Velcro chilled on a barstool. They all watched intently while I made my sandwich, and they purred like machine guns when I gave them each a piece of turkey.

      Then Arrow decided he was more interested in pouncing on ShiShi’s tail, which had her leaping off the counter and thundering down the hall. While they did their zoomies, I chuckled to myself and moved into the living room with my food. Velcro, true to his name, stuck close, perching on the armrest, watching me with those big yellow eyes as if to say, “But Uncle Riley, I didn’t get any.”

      “Yes, you did, you little scam artist,” I told him as his brother and sister went stampeding past. They crashed into something in the kitchen, then went back the other way. I just rolled my eyes and hoped our downstairs neighbors didn’t get annoyed.

      While I ate, I flicked on the TV. I’d heard tell of a time when service members on Okinawa could only get local Japanese channels and the Armed Forces Network. Fortunately, that was no longer the case, and we could stream just like we could back home.

      I kicked back to watch some mind-numbing TV, and before too long, all three cats were on the couch with me. Velcro was in my lap. Arrow sprawled across the back of the couch. ShiShi parked on the cushion next to me and noisily licked her butthole.

      Typical afternoon after I got home from work, and I loved it. I’d been living with Nolan for a few months, renting a room in his enormous off-base apartment for a song. My commute was a little longer now, but I had no complaints. I had this swanky ass place, cheap rent, three cats who kept life interesting, and… well, I definitely couldn’t complain about sharing fairly regular handjobs and blowjobs with my roommate-slash-landlord. Roommates with benefits? I guess. Because we definitely weren’t dating or anything like that. Hell, I barely knew the guy aside from his housekeeping routines and what his dick tasted like.

      Whatever. Better than living on-base and beating off all the time because of the island’s less-than-stellar hookup scene.

      It definitely made it easier to live with my high-stress, high-bullshit job and the isolation that came with living on a tiny remote island.

      Beside me, ShiShi whipped around to look at the front door. Arrow lifted his head a second later. Then Velcro lazily twisted in the same direction.

      And that was when I heard what they already had: boots on the concrete stairs outside.

      A second later, keys jingled, and before the door had even opened, all three cats flew off the couch to greet their dad.

      Nolan stepped into the apartment, and my heart did that same little flip it almost always did when I saw him.

      Holy fuck, he was gorgeous.

      He’d had the jarhead look when I’d met him, but over time, he’d grown out his dark hair into a high-and-tight, which was sexy anyway but looked criminally hot on him. Like me, he’d worn his utilities home, and even after living with him for a while and getting each other off with some serious regularity, I never got tired of seeing him like that. Whoever had designed the Marine Corps utilities had done the Lord’s work, that was for sure. The camouflage blouse and pants made him look even more built than he already was, and they were magic on that perfect ass.

      That ass, which made my mouth water as he crouched to greet his cats.

      I stole a few seconds to ogle him. Always did. There were times when it frustrated me that we never got fully naked when we fooled around—what I would’ve given to see every inch of that glorious body—but I couldn’t really complain.

      There were, after all, worse things than a Marine in his utilities kneeling between my thighs and sucking my ability to speak right out of my dick.

      Oblivious to me checking him out and fantasizing about him, Nolan petted and scratched each cat in turn. They fell all over themselves for his attention; as much as they liked me, they worshipped him, and I didn’t think it was entirely because he’d been the one to rescue them as kittens. No one doted on or spoiled their animals quite like he did, which was seriously endearing. I’d always loved animals, but fuck me, there was just something about a man who loved them as much as Nolan did. Especially a man like him. Here was this tough Marine, who a lot of people (including me in the beginning) found kind of intimidating, tatted up and built like he could snap someone in half, and he absolutely melted for these demanding, spoiled fuzzballs.

      I managed to tear my gaze away before he caught me staring at him. I didn’t need to make things awkward or jeopardize my place in this apartment by making him think I was getting stupid for him or something.

      I cleared my throat. “I, um—I grabbed the mail. Yours is on the shelf.”

      He glanced at me, blue eyes as happy as they always were when his cats greeted him, and then he turned to the place above the shoes where we always left each other’s mail. Since the post office was on Kadena Airbase, which wasn’t exactly on the way home for either of us, we had keys to each other’s boxes and routinely picked up both sets of mail if we stopped by.

      “Oh.” He rose and collected the small stack. “Thanks. Sorry I haven’t picked it up in a while.”

      “Eh, don’t worry about it. I had to be at Camp Shields today, so I was right there. No biggie.”

      He grunted in acknowledgment. Thumbing through his mail, he said, “I was going to order sushi from the place down the street tonight. Do you want—” He stopped abruptly, mouth still open with the unfinished thought, and stared at something in his hand.

      I sat up. “Um. Sushi?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Sounds great.” He sounded completely disinterested now. “We’ll…” He kept staring at a piece of mail. Before I could ask if everything was okay, he shook himself and looked at me, all the happiness gone from his eyes. And when he spoke, he sounded like he’d lost all interest in food. “We’ll order something. Uh. A bit later.”

      Then he headed down the hall, that envelope still in his hand, and he didn’t even seem to notice his feline entourage.

      Alarm swelled in my chest. That was weird. The only thing in the mail that ever got any kind of reaction out of him was the odd piece of junk mail or political mailers. And even those just warranted an eyeroll before they were tossed.

      Nolan was a closed book like no one I’d ever met. I knew how to get him off and how not to annoy him, and I knew he’d step in front of a train to help a stranger, not to mention one of his cats.

      Beyond that, I knew precious little about him.

      Tonight, something in that pile of mail had him off-balance.

      But hell if I knew what it could possibly be.
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      The envelope—sealed with a monogrammed sticker and addressed in neat cursive—sat on my nightstand beside my phone. From the edge of my bed, I regarded the damn thing like a Habu that was coiled and ready to strike.

      That was irrational and I knew it. It was an inanimate object, unmoving and non-threatening.

      Oh, but it wasn’t as innocent as it looked, and nobody in the goddamned world would understand why but me.

      Not just you. There’s one other person.

      I closed my eyes as my stomach knotted and twisted around itself while a sickening shudder went up my spine.

      “Fuck,” I whispered into the stillness.

      A gentle bump at my elbow reminded me I wasn’t alone, and I looked down to see Velcro gazing up at me. I managed a smile as I scratched behind his ears, and he climbed into my lap, then started up my chest. I winced as his claws pricked through my shirt, but I didn’t mind too much. I had tattoos that’d hurt more than that, and anyway, in that moment, I was grateful for my endlessly affectionate cat.

      I petted him as he pressed his head under my chin, and he purred so loud my downstairs neighbors could probably hear him.

      I needed to open the envelope. I couldn’t avoid it. There was undoubtedly a request for an RSVP, even though I technically didn’t need to give one.

      “I want you to be my best man,” my younger brother Matt had told me over FaceTime a while back. “I know you won’t be able to do a lot of the usual stuff, not from that far away, and that’s fine. But it would still really mean a lot.”

      “Fuck yeah,” I’d said. “I’ll be there!”

      And as soon as we’d ended the call, I’d gone across the hall to the bathroom and promptly heaved my guts out.

      There was no way I’d let my brother down. No way I’d say no to him on his big day. Ever since I’d enlisted, I found every excuse imaginable to avoid coming home more than I absolutely had to, but I wouldn’t be a selfish ass and say no to being Matt’s best man. I could grit my teeth through everything else that couldn’t be avoided, keep a smile in place so nobody suspected anything, stand beside him during his wedding, and then get the hell out of my hometown until the next time I couldn’t say no.

      I’d calmed myself down and tried not to get worked up over it then. I had time to get used to the idea and make a plan to keep myself sane.

      A week or so ago, his fiancée had posted on social media that Save the Date cards were going out, but that had only vaguely registered. Somehow the whole thing—the wedding, going home, all of it—had still felt abstract and about as far away as my retirement from the Marine Corps.

      But now this envelope was here.

      Without even opening it, I knew what was inside.

      My stomach roiled like it had the night he’d asked me to be his best man, though I didn’t get sick this time. I felt sick, but so far so good.

      There was a date now. I’d have to request leave. Make travel arrangements. Go home. Face…

      My mouth watered in that telltale way, but I forced it back.

      Closing my eyes, I petted Velcro, and he kept kneading and purring. It soothed me, even if it didn’t fix a damn thing, so I just stayed like that for a moment.

      Nothing was going to go away, though. I couldn’t ignore this into silence. I mean, I could, but then I’d let my brother down at the worst possible time, and I just couldn’t do that to him. He and Sophia didn’t deserve to have their wedding day ruined because of past bullshit that couldn’t be changed.

      I took a couple of deep breaths. Then, carefully supporting Velcro with my arm, I leaned over and picked up the envelope. With his rump tucked into my elbow, I thumbed open the flap, tugged out the cream-colored card, and read the scripty text.

      Save the Date! Sophia & Matt are getting married on April 19th!

      I exhaled. That gave me six months and some change. Plenty of time to request leave. Plenty of time to buy plane tickets. Plenty of time to…

      No, it wasn’t nearly enough time to prepare myself for a visit home.

      But I loved my brother and his fiancée, and this was their day.

      What the hell else could I do but suck it up and go?
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      A shower didn’t do much to clear my head, but at this point, nothing would, so… whatever. In shorts and an old tank top, I shuffled out to the kitchen in search of food.

      Riley was on the couch with Arrow in his lap, and he turned a concerned look on me. “Hey, you good?”

      Far from it, I wanted to say, but I just grunted that I was fine. As I took a beer from the fridge, the floor creaked behind me. God, he was coming in here. He probably wanted to talk, and that was the last thing I wanted to do.

      “Hey.” He paused in the doorway, leaning on the frame. “Did you still want to order sushi?”

      Sushi? Who the fuck said anything about sushi?

      But then my own comment came back to me, and I realized I’d completely forgotten about it. “Oh. Uh.” I cleared my throat before taking a pull from the beer bottle. “Yeah, we can. Is that what you’re in the mood for?”

      He shrugged with the shoulder that wasn’t pressed into the door frame. “I’m game for sushi or whatever. Do you want to get out of the house or eat here?”

      Two conflicting desires clashed in my head. One, to hole up here and shut out the entire rest of the world except my cats and maybe my roommate. Two, to get the fuck out of here, go drive somewhere, maybe walk on a beach—do anything that wasn’t holing up in the apartment.

      Sighing, I leaned against the counter. “I… don’t even know.”

      He tilted his head. “You sure you’re good? I don’t want to pry if it’s none of my business, but ever since you looked at your mail…” He trailed off, concern written all over his face.

      I couldn’t explain the sudden shame or the heat in my cheeks. They just were. “Just some… family stuff.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That sounds heavy.”

      “You could say that, yeah.” I petted Arrow, who had hopped up on the counter. “It’s—I’ll be fine. Um. Thanks for picking up the mail.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He watched me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “You know, instead of sushi, why don’t we hit up the taco rice place up the street?” He tipped his head toward the door as he pushed himself off the wall. “I could use the walk.”

      “Oh. Uh.” It was a simple enough decision. Walk or stay? Sushi or taco rice? Just pick one, Nolan. Jesus. But my head was swimming in ways I couldn’t explain, so I just mumbled, “Taco rice sounds fine. I’ll, um…” I patted my pockets. “Shit. Let me get my wallet.”

      I headed back up the hall before he could say anything. I grabbed my wallet off my nightstand, and I paused to give the Save the Date card a wary look. I was going to have to reply to it sooner than later.

      Not tonight, though. My roommate and a plate of taco rice were waiting for me, and I could think about the invite, the wedding, and all that bullshit later.

      I returned to the living room. Riley was in the entryway, but he hadn’t put on his shoes yet.

      “Are we still going?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah, we are. But…” He cleared his throat. “Before we go, you want to…” He nodded down the hall. Toward our bedrooms.

      My insides were still all twisted into knots, and sex was the farthest thing from my mind. Even consensual sex with someone I liked. My skin crawled just thinking about anyone’s hands on me.

      But at the same time, Riley had respected my boundaries from the start, and I had a lot of them. I could trust him; I’d be with someone who’d stop the instant he caught a whiff of resistance from me.

      And damn it, I always felt good after he was done with me. And while he was working his magic.

      Maybe that was what I needed more than anything—the reminder that everything was safe and consensual now.

      So I cracked a grin. “Sure. Let’s go.”
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      November on Okinawa meant the air was slightly cooler than usual, but still warm enough for shorts and T-shirts. Maybe a light jacket if the wind was really coming in off the Pacific, but this evening it was the usual comfortable breeze that kept the humidity bearable.

      Walking along the palm-tree-lined road to the taco rice place, I was more off-balance than I usually was after we’d exchanged orgasms. Nolan always made me come hard—especially when he sucked me off like he had this evening—but it was when I’d gone down on him that left me… uneasy.

      It had taken him a while to come. There were a couple of brief moments where he’d even started to lose his hard-on, which was really unusual unless he’d been drinking.

      Both times, I’d been about to stop and ask if he was okay, but then he’d moaned and begged me to keep going, so I had. I’d done everything I knew he liked, and eventually, about the time I’d started losing feeling in my jaw and tongue, he’d come. Afterward, he’d seemed relieved, but not in the way he usually was after an orgasm. It was closer to what I’d expect from someone who’d been anticipating bad news but received the opposite. That bone-deep relief that something terrible wasn’t happening, rather than the pleasant afterglow of an orgasm.

      I was curious, and also deeply concerned. Though our relationship was as casual as could be, I did care about him, and something was obviously going on. Something related to what had come in the mail.

      As we walked, passing walled homes with ceramic ShiShi dogs guarding the gates, I stole glances at him and tried to read him. His expression was as closed off as it ever was; I was pretty good at reading people most of the time, but Nolan didn’t send up many signals. His cats could get him to crack smiles and let out his inner softie. When we were fooling around, he was passionate and vocal. Selfless, too; my God did that man enjoy giving head.

      But most of the time, he embodied the stoic Marine persona. He rarely raised his voice. He didn’t react much to things we saw on TV or heard on the news. About the only thing that could make some real emotion shine through was if one of the cats was doing something that concerned him, like when Arrow had been sick recently. Then he’d worn his worry on his sleeve until he was sure his baby was okay.

      Nolan had more walls up than anyone I’d ever known, and he rarely if ever let any emotions out or let anyone see in. Even when we fooled around, he kept the walls in place. We’d never kissed. We never took off more clothes than needed to get access to each other’s dicks. We sure as hell never cuddled or exchanged affectionate touches. It was fun, don’t get me wrong, but it wasn’t particularly intimate.

      So I was used to Nolan being closed off and reserved. Tonight, though…

      Tonight, something had shaken him enough to go right past all those defenses.

      What is going on inside that head of yours, Staff Sergeant?

      We reached the end of our street and turned. Half a block later was the tiny café, its sliding glass door guarded by a comically huge pair of brightly painted ShiShis. As soon as we stepped inside, we were met with the familiar aroma that could only be a taco spice blend. My mouth watered; I fucking loved this place.

      Though the café was always densely packed on the weekends when people were pregaming before hitting the bars, it was quiet during the week, including tonight. We found a table outside, and the owner—a sweet old lady who spoke just a tiny bit of English—handed us the weathered, laminated menus. They were, as were most menus on Okinawa, printed in both Japanese and English with pictures of the various dishes.

      Not that either of us even needed to look at the menu anymore, and the owner gave a knowing little laugh as we ordered our usual—taco rice entrees with Orion beer for him and orange Fanta for me.

      The food came almost as quickly as the drinks, and we dug in. Taco rice was basically a taco salad over rice. I’d been skeptical of it when I’d first come to the island; what the fuck was so special about that? Turned out it was seriously good, though, and it was always exactly enough to be filling without leaving me overstuffed. I even made it at home some nights when I didn’t feel like going out; as inept as I was in the kitchen, I could handle taco rice.

      Nolan didn’t seem too interested in his tonight, which had even more klaxons blaring in my head. If there was one thing this man could eat even when he felt like shit, it was taco rice. Tonight, he just sort of picked at it.

      I took a drink of my soda. “Listen, I really don’t want to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong, but… is everything okay?”

      He bristled like he wanted to lash out and tell me to mind my business. After a moment, though, and what seemed like a brief internal struggle, he exhaled. He picked at his dinner, then lay his chopsticks down beside it. With a heavy sigh, he pressed his elbows onto the table beside his abandoned plate. “I got an invite to my brother’s wedding.”

      I stiffened. “Oh.” I almost asked, “That’s it?” But that would’ve been a dickish thing to say. Obviously it was a big deal for him, even if I couldn’t imagine why. “Is… Is that not a good thing?”

      “No, it is,” he murmured. “He asked me to be his best man a while ago, and of course I’m going to. I’d never say no.” His brow pinched as he stared intently into his mostly abandoned food. “The issue is going home. I love my family, but there are some… complicated things.” He shuddered. “People I could handle never seeing again for as long as I live.”

      More alarm bells clanged in the back of my mind. “Yeah?”

      He nodded but didn’t elaborate.

      I debated how much I wanted to press. I was worried, and there were certain messy family situations that people just did not need to subject themselves to.

      “Whatever’s going on back home…” I studied him. “I mean, is this like, a sibling or something you don’t get along with? Or…” I hesitated, then cautiously asked, “Like, ‘creepy uncle who shouldn’t be alone with the kids’ kind of thing?”

      Nolan’s flinch said it all. “Something like that.”

      “Shit. But you’re still going to go?”

      “I have to,” he said almost soundlessly, and he met my gaze with unusually vulnerable eyes. “It’s my little brother’s wedding.”

      My mouth had gone dry, and I took another swallow of soda. I suddenly wasn’t any more interested in my dinner than he was. “Does… Does your family know?”

      He shook his head, and his voice sounded hollow as he whispered, “No one does.”

      My stomach clenched. Holy shit…

      Nolan sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, then reluctantly picked up his chopsticks again. “I have to go to the wedding. I want to. I’m just… trying to psych myself up to deal with the rest, I guess.”

      “And there’s really no one there who knows? No one who can have your back?”

      “I can’t tell anyone,” he said. “It would… the damage it would do to my family…”

      My breath lodged in my throat along with the words, what about the damage it’s obviously done to you?

      “I’ll be fine,” he insisted, and he loaded some more meat, lettuce, tomatoes, and rice onto his chopsticks. “Just not looking forward to a few things. That’s all.”

      Something about the way he said it held weight. Finality.

      Drop it, he wasn’t saying out loud, because I’m done talking about it.

      I hesitated, but I didn’t want to push him. Not about this subject.

      So, I picked up my own chopsticks, and like him, I continued eating.
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      To say the conversation bothered me would be an understatement.

      Sitting alone in my bedroom after we’d come back from dinner, I stared up at the ceiling and tried to pull my thoughts into order.

      The card he’d shown put everything we’d done in bed earlier into very uncomfortable perspective. I’d thought maybe he was just distracted or not really in the mood. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that he might have an ugly past like that. He hadn’t elaborated on what had happened to him—no details about how old he’d been, who’d done it, what had happened—so I had no idea if we’d been brushing up against that dark history. I’d thought we were just exchanging blowjobs to relieve some tension, but…

      “Jesus Christ.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. Now it suddenly made sense why had had so many rigid boundaries when it came to sex. I’d sucked him off more times than I could count, but I’d never seen the man naked. He didn’t even walk around the apartment without a shirt on. He insisted he didn’t mind when I did—he made no effort to hide when he was checking me out—but he never followed suit. Not even when we were out on the balcony or our weapons grade air conditioning wasn’t enough to stave off the tropical heat.

      He didn’t kiss. He didn’t want to sleep in the same bed. Mostly-dressed handjobs and blowjobs were the extent of our hookups and had been from the start. As much as I’d craved more, he’d made it clear that was all he wanted. I’d always thought an orgasm was better than no orgasm, so whatever, but it hadn’t occurred to me…

      Fucking hell. Especially with the cop training that had been pounded into my head, I should’ve known there was more to his backstory. That he wasn’t just the quiet, stoic type who was shy about taking off his clothes. Not that he’d given me any reason to think one way or the other, but most people weren’t that closed off for no reason. Most people didn’t keep the rest of the world at a very firm distance just for kicks.

      Least of all people who were as selfless and kindhearted as Nolan. Hell, take the way we ended up living together.

      I’d been out on patrol when my partner and I were summoned to the hospital on Camp Foster. Turned out a patient had been the victim of some serious domestic violence, and she was terrified. She wanted to leave her husband, but it would take time for her to recover from her injuries and arrange travel back to the States.

      In the meantime, she had nowhere to go, and no one could find him. He controlled all the money, he’d taken her passport, and he knew where all of her (very few) friends lived. She was scared to stay anywhere on any of the bases because she was convinced he’d find her. Even staying at the hospital felt too risky for her. No matter how much we assured her that he’d be apprehended the moment he showed his ID at any base’s gate, she was terrified. With as many domestics as we responded to, neither of us blamed her.

      That was when my partner had come up with an idea, and he’d stepped out to make a call. Not two minutes later, he’d returned and declared that he’d found a place off-base where the husband would never find her. Even if he did, he’d have to contend with a Marine who was built like a brick shithouse and didn’t have any patience for abusive partners. Bonus, he was gay as the day was long, and every one of his friends’ wives felt completely safe around him.

      That Marine had said yes without hesitation. He didn’t want any money. He didn’t even need anyone to buy him a beer or something to make up for it. She could have the spare bedroom in his apartment, free of charge, for as long as she needed. His only requirements were that she was nice to his cats and that there was someone else in the apartment at all times while she was there, whether he was at work or not.

      “I know she might not be comfortable with a guy with her all the time,” Nolan had said. “Given what happened. But I’m not comfortable with just me and her in the apartment. Either a cop stays here too, or I’ll pitch in to get her a hotel room off-base.”

      I’d been one of the cops who’d volunteered to stay in rotating shifts, trading off with some of the other MAs from my command whenever one of us had to be at work. Not that we had any jurisdiction off base, and our security officer hadn’t been thrilled about it, but we’d made it work and both Nolan and the woman had been happy with the arrangement.

      After the asshole husband had finally been arrested and she’d safely left the island, I’d gone back to let Nolan know everything was resolved, to thank him for helping us out, and to pick up a few items some of us had forgotten. As I was leaving, I’d commented that his place was nice; it was going to be tough transitioning back to the barracks after this.

      He’d casually offered to let me rent the spare bedroom for a song. Sounded like a sweet deal to me, so here I was, crashing in this sick apartment with the quiet, impossible-to-read Marine who’d opened his home to a battered spouse.

      Not long after that, we’d commiserated one night about how hard it was to date or even hook up in a small, isolated place like Okinawa. One thing led to another, and my dick ended up down his throat, and we’d been getting each other off ever since.

      For a long time I’d felt weird about how we did things. Only handjobs and blowjobs? Clothes on? No kissing? No fucking? Sleeping separately? It was always hot, but it always felt like something was missing. Like I was barely an upgrade from his own hand.

      Turned out, all along, he’d been hiding one of those dark, ugly secrets that could ruin someone’s life and cleave a family apart. Someone had hurt him, and that someone would be at the wedding he couldn’t avoid.

      Fuck. Knowing what little I did, it was a genuine miracle he was willing to do as much as we did.

      And I’d thought going back to my hometown was complicated and messy. My family loved me, and there wasn’t anything dark or horrible that I knew of. There was just the issue of them being painfully weird about my sexuality. They didn’t reject me per se, but they didn’t accept me as a gay man. I still had a seat at the table. I was still invited to everything. They still hugged me and said they were proud of me.

      They just… refused to get their heads around the fact that I was also gay. They’d never thrown me out or torn into me about it. It wasn’t something they could—or would—understand. It was almost like they were waiting for me to say, “Never mind, it really was just a phase.” They’d even asked me straight-up the last time I saw them if I was still in this “gay phase.”

      I was thirty-two. Pretty sure most “phases” didn’t last this long.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. One of these days, I needed to just bring home a boyfriend and tell them, “Look! A real boyfriend! Now do you believe me?”

      My own thought made me jump.

      I’d had it a million times, but tonight it hit different.

      I let my gaze slide toward my bedroom door.

      What if…

      My heart sped up. No, that was crazy. Nolan would never go for it, and it would never work.

      But…

      What if he did go for it? And what if it did work?

      Without another thought, I got up and headed into the living room.
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      An hour or so after we came back from dinner, I stared blankly at the TV. Velcro was in my lap and Arrow was draped across the back of the couch behind my neck. God only know where ShiShi was, and I’d long since lost track of whatever was on the screen.

      I did feel better after earlier. A couple of quick blowjobs, a walk down the street, and some good food and a beer had helped. I wondered if Riley knew taco rice had become comfort food for me, or if he’d just tossed it out there as a suggestion. Plus he knew I sometimes needed to go walk when I was frustrated or upset.

      Suggesting a blowjob, a walk, and taco rice? Maybe he knew me better than I thought. I didn’t think he or anyone else paid that close attention, but whatever. I’d take it.

      I was also relieved that he’d taken my cue to drop the subject. He’d skirted dangerously close to it, but he hadn’t pushed. I liked that about Riley; I was a closed book about most things, and he never tried to pry. Though he was a cop trained to get information out of people, the instant I gave the slightest hint that I didn’t want to talk about something, he moved on without missing a beat.

      And he hadn’t seemed grossed out or disgusted when I’d very, very slightly tipped my hand after he’d asked about a “creepy uncle.” I’d lied and said no one knew; the truth was, I’d told a handful of people outside my family, and they’d never taken it well. I was a liar. I was a pussy. I was a spineless little bitch.

      Riley had seemed horrified by it, but I hadn’t gotten the impression he was grossed out by me or thought less of me.

      Because he doesn’t know the whole story. Tell him the details, Nolan. Tell him everything. Then see how long he sticks around.

      I shuddered, squirming on the couch. Velcro lifted his head and chirped at me. I petted him, which got him kneading and purring, which in turn soothed me a little.

      At least my cats won’t ever judge me.

      Well, except if I’m late to feeding them.

      I managed a laugh at that thought, but it didn’t help much. I was still deep in this funk, queasy from showing even the edge of that card to Riley and still dreading going home in April. I’d managed to avoid that for most of my career. It had been especially easy for the past four years—two when I was stationed on Iwakuni, and two that I’d been here. Living on an island five thousand miles from home made it easy to stay away. All I had to do was make a few excuses about not being able to take leave or get on a military flight, and nobody back home asked any questions. I still had two more years here before I’d go someplace else, and if I was lucky, it would be some other remote overseas assignment.

      The more miles between me and home, the better.

      But there were things that made going home unavoidable. A few months before I’d transferred to Iwakuni, I’d gone back for my grandmother’s funeral. Two years before that, while I’d been in Florida, there’d been my grandfather’s funeral.

      I wasn’t even lying sometimes when I said the military was the reason I couldn’t go. Three months after my older brother announced his wedding date, I’d found out I was heading to Afghanistan. The Marine Corps wasn’t at all interested in whether a combat deployment clashed with something personal, so that had given me an easy pass out of going home for that. Thank fuck.

      Now Matt was getting married. And I adored my little brother and his fiancée, who I’d known since we were all in high school. I couldn’t miss their wedding. Especially not when he wanted me to be his best man.

      I sighed and rubbed my eyes. I’d make it work. I’d get through it, just like I got through my other sparse visits. I’d weather the guilt from my family because my niece and nephews didn’t even recognize me, and everyone would tell me all the things I’d missed out on. I’d laugh and shrug it off, saying I did the best I could, but duty called. And besides, they posted everything to social media, so it was almost like being there.

      A door opened and closed at the end of the hall, nudging me out of my thoughts. ShiShi jumped down from where she’d apparently been perched on the windowsill, and she trotted up the hall, chirping like she often did when she saw Riley.

      “Hey, you.” His footsteps paused. He’d probably stopped to pet her. A moment later, he resumed walking, and he appeared in the living room with the black-and-white cat on his heels.

      I thought he might go into the kitchen or something, but he dropped onto the couch and locked eyes with me. “Question.”

      I raised an eyebrow, my insides twisting because oh, God, he was going to ask about my past, wasn’t he? I hazarded a non-committal, “Yeah?”

      He barely seemed to register ShiShi hopping into his lap, though he did pet her. Still focused on me with those disarming dark eyes, he asked, “Are you out to your family?”

      I blinked. “I… Yeah. I’ve been out since I was fourteen. Why?”

      “Because I have a proposition.” He twisted toward me, pulling his knee up onto the couch between us.

      “Okay?”

      “Feel free to tell me if this won’t work.” He showed his palms. “Or if it’s just a no-go for whatever reason. But hear me out.” Lowering his hands, he said, “What if I went with you? To your brother’s wedding?” He paused. “Like, as your”—he made air quotes—“‘boyfriend?”

      I sat up a little. “Sorry, what?”

      “You’re nervous about going because somebody there did…” He waved his hand. “The specifics are none of my business, but what I’m gathering is that there’s somebody there you understandably don’t want to be around.” An upward flick of his eyebrows asked, Right?

      I nodded uneasily.

      “Right,” he said. “So maybe it would be easier for you if you didn’t have to be alone around them. And if everyone thinks I’m your boyfriend, then no one will question why we’re joined at the hip.”

      It took me several seconds to process what he was suggesting. “You’re… You’re willing to travel all the way back to the States and go to all my family bullshit…” I inclined my head. “Just to keep me away from…”

      “Would you feel safer that way?” he asked pointedly. “If you had someone with you instead of going it alone?”

      I chewed my lip as I absently scratched behind Velcro’s ears. Honestly? Yeah, I would feel safer with someone there with me. And he was right that if I went with a partner, everyone would expect us to be together. Plus that would give us an excuse to not stay at my parents’ house; my old bedroom was fine for me, but it wouldn’t accommodate a couple. Which meant I would be less accessible to other people who would be in and out of that house. Especially when I was sleeping. That alone gave this some serious appeal.

      I studied Riley. “What’s in it for you, though?”

      “Well, that’s where the other side of my proposition comes in.”

      I stiffened, guard going up. “What other side?”

      He chewed his lip. “The wedding is in April, right?”

      “Yeah, April nineteenth.”

      “Okay, well, my family usually has a big shindig for Easter. They’re not super religious, but they make a big deal out of Easter for whatever reason and—anyway, I…” He hesitated, some color rising in his cheeks, which was cuter than it should’ve been, and he absently continued petting ShiShi. “I’d like to bring a boyfriend home, too.”

      “But I’m not really your boyfriend.”

      “No. And that’s fine.” He shifted a little, fidgeting on the couch. “It’s…” He rubbed his neck and sighed. “The thing is, I’m out to my family. Have been since I was sixteen. But they…” He exhaled hard, letting his shoulders drop. “They don’t get it.”

      “What… What don’t they get?”

      “Like, I think it’s still kind of abstract for them? It’s hard to explain. They still talk to me like I’m going to bring a woman home at some point, and about my future wife and kids, all of that.” Riley rolled his eyes. “They’re not hostile toward me. They’re not mean about it. They’re just kind of…” He quirked his lips. “I guess what it boils down to is that I think if I bring a guy home and say, ‘this is my boyfriend,’ it might get it through their heads that I’m really gay.” He paused. “And having you there as a fake boyfriend—I mean, maybe that’s better than bringing home the real deal.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Because neither of us is invested. If my parents reject us as a couple, then we can just sort of throw up our hands and move on.” He grimaced. “I… Honestly, I really don’t want to find out how they’ll react to me bringing home a boyfriend when I’m bringing home the real thing, you know? Like it’ll still sting if they shit on you and me, but since we’re not actually together, it won’t hurt as much as—I don’t even know if that makes sense.”

      “No, I get it.” I got his concerns, anyway. I’d never understand people who couldn’t accept us or didn’t understand us. What was there to understand? Man attracted to man, man fall in love with man, man in a relationship with man. Seemed pretty straightforward to me. But maybe I’d been spoiled by a family who had way more issues with their son giving up a full ride scholarship to join the Marine Corps than with him liking dudes. The only thing they ever gave me grief about really had been a choice, not some innate part of who I was.

      I shifted a little. “How do you think they’ll react? To you bringing home a boyfriend?”

      Riley shook his head. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t. And if they react badly to it, I mean…” He sighed and rubbed his eyes before draping his arm across the back of the couch. “Either they’ll finally get it through their heads, or… Or I might have a really, really hard decision to make.”

      I straightened. “Like… cutting them off?”

      Chewing his lip, he gave a slow, reluctant nod. “I don’t want to. I really don’t. Especially because they aren’t, like, nasty, Pride-protesting assholes. They never threw me out or anything. But it’s been sixteen years of stupid comments and questions, and… I’ve just had enough, you know?”

      “I get that. It sounds exhausting.”

      “It is,” he admitted. “I’ve avoided going home a lot. I tell them it’s because of airfare and leave, but mostly, I just know what I’ll be walking into.”

      I blinked. “Whoa. That’s… That’s kind of been my situation, too. Avoiding going home.”

      Riley winced, dropping his gaze to ShiShi. “I think most people would say you’re pretty damn justified.”

      You’d be surprised, I didn’t say out loud.

      “Like I said,” he went on, “my parents have never been cruel or nasty. It’s just that constant questioning and acting like I should be growing out of it—it wears me down, you know?”

      “I think it would wear anybody down.”

      He met my gaze. “It really, really does. And I’ve hit my limit.”

      “Which is why you want to bring someone home and make them acknowledge the truth once and for all.”

      “Exactly.”

      I chewed the inside of my lip. “So, I go as your boyfriend to make your parents face the fact that you’re gay. You come to family stuff with me so I’m not alone.” I petted Velcro as I met Riley’s gaze again. “Okay. That sounds like a fair trade.”

      He exhaled as if he’d been hanging a lot of hope on me agreeing to this. “Awesome. Where do your folks live, anyway?”

      “Seattle.”

      “Ooh, doesn’t the Patriot Express land there? That’s hella convenient.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, it is.” Everyone stationed here got one round trip flight back to CONUS each year, and the flight—called the Patriot Express—landed at SeaTac Airport. Convenient indeed.

      Even more convenient, there was limited space on that flight, and you didn’t know until the day of—literally as the flight was boarding—if you were getting on. So if I couldn’t make the flight—oh, darn, I guess I won’t make it home. Sorry, I tried!

      Well, that had worked for previous family gatherings I’d “apologetically” missed. No one had to know I hadn’t even bothered going to the terminal those days; I just told them I hadn’t made the flight, and oh well, better luck next time.

      But this was my little brother’s wedding. I was going, damn it, even if it meant dealing with all the shit I’d been avoiding all this time.

      “Maybe a commercial flight would be the way to go,” I said quietly. “It’s pricey, but at least then we’ll have guaranteed seats.”

      Riley seemed to think about that. “Maybe? My budget’s a little tight. Maybe I’ll fly over commercial, come back on the Patriot Express. I…” He waved a hand. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “I can spot you if you need it,” I said. “We’ve got a few months anyway.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Oh, I was sure. Now that I had someone there as backup when I faced my hometown and my family, I’d cough up for first class if that was what he needed. But I just said, “We’ll make it work. We’ve got time. Where is your family, anyway?”

      “Southern California. And there’s an airbase there, too—the last couple of times I’ve been home, I flew into North Island on a military flight.” He paused. “But… you’re right about commercial. It’s more reliable. I guess we can fly into one of the major airports in California, then hop from San Diego to Seattle?”

      “Works for me.” I didn’t even want to think about the logistics of planning our flights yet. If we went commercial, we’d have to fly domestically to Tokyo, then figure out the best way to the West Coast, and… yeah, we had time. I didn’t have the headspace to iron that out tonight.

      For now, we settled in to chill in front of the TV, diving into a cop drama that we’d been binging lately. It cracked me up, listening to Riley groan and snark at the liberties the show took with policework, and that was exactly what I needed tonight.

      Even as I watched the show, my mind kept right on racing, just in a different direction. I was going to have backup? I didn’t have to face my family alone? That was surreal. I didn’t know how much it would actually help, but I’d take it.

      The tradeoff seemed fair enough. Posing as Riley’s boyfriend wasn’t a huge ask. If I hadn’t been such a goddamned trainwreck who couldn’t trust anyone farther than I could throw them, I’d have considered dating him for real if he was interested.

      Which… I needed to keep those lines crystal clear, both between us and in my own mind. We were roommates who sometimes got each other off. Maybe friends if I squinted hard enough.

      Anything beyond that had to stay off the table.

      Over the past couple of months, I’d caught myself getting more attached to Riley than I should, and that was dangerous. Hell, it was stupid. I’d known from day one that it was only a matter of time before he bailed just like everyone else eventually did.

      Maybe this trip was an even better idea than I’d thought. There’d be no escaping what a trainwreck I was, so it would just speed up the inevitable. By the time we returned to Okinawa, he’d probably already have a new place to live lined up.

      It would suck, but at least then I would no longer be waiting for him to get sick of me and leave.
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      Suitcase. Carry-on. Wallet. Passport.

      I scanned my bedroom just in case I’d forgotten anything. Well, if I had, then I’d just have to make do.

      I pocketed my wallet and passport, then double-checked that I had both of them before pocketing them again, shouldered my carry-on bag, and took the handle of my checked bag. I dragged everything out to the living room, where I promptly confirmed (again) that my laptop was in my carry-on case, as was a power supply, and that—yep—I had my wallet and passport.

      The shower was still running, so Nolan would be a few minutes. That was fine by me. I was ready well before we actually needed to leave because I was neurotic like that when I traveled. We’d agreed to leave at 0800, and it was barely 0700.

      While I waited for him, I sat on the couch, picked up a wand toy, and played with Arrow and ShiShi. Velcro was probably sitting on the bathroom sink; he insisted on sentry duty whenever Nolan showered.

      As I watched Arrow and ShiShi fall all over each other to attack the toy (and each other), I couldn’t help chuckling. They were ridiculous. Always were.

      My enigmatic roommate had found these three as starving kittens. They’d been wandering around outside the building where he worked. At first, he’d thought their mother must’ve been nearby, but when it became clear she was gone, Nolan immediately went outside and rounded up the kittens. He’d persuaded his supervisor to let him take them to the vet on one of the other bases to take care of them.

      Apparently the supervisor had thought “take care of them” had meant to dump them off or… worse. What Nolan had meant—and done—was get them in to see the vet, buy a bunch of kitten formula, and take them back to his apartment before returning to work a few hours later.

      “They would’ve died,” he’d told his supervisor in his defense. From what I’d heard, the supervisor was still salty about the whole thing.

      The cats, however, had thrived under Nolan’s care, and if not for Arrow’s slightly ragged ear, there was no sign that they’d ever experienced a moment’s hardship. Their fur was shiny. They were exactly the correct weight (though ShiShi might’ve been slightly overweight). They had mountains of toys, several perches, and some expensive ass cat food that he paid a fortune to have shipped over from the U.S. He was religious about taking them to the vet for their shots and exams. People with prized purebred show cats probably didn’t take as good care of them as Nolan did his trio of former ferals.

      In fact, I’d been surprised he was willing to let one of his buddies catsit them. A few weeks ago, I’d asked him who was going to take care of them while we were in the States.

      Nolan hadn’t missed a beat. “Anderson from work. He’s always game to stay here when I’m out of town so he can get out of the barracks.” He’d turned to me. “You cool with that?”

      I’d shrugged. “Of course. Yeah. I…” I still wasn’t sure how to say that I’d expected him to not be cool with it. Nolan was incredibly protective of his cats and his apartment. But if he trusted his buddy to stay here, then who was I to question it?

      It was just odd to me that he’d insisted on someone—specifically a cop—staying here with the woman we’d been protecting, but he was completely blasé about letting a buddy crash here and watch his cats while we were gone. I’d asked a few times if he was sure, and he insisted he was, so… okay, then.

      Now that I thought about it, when I’d moved in with him, I’d expected him to be the roommate from hell. Though he’d been chill and relaxed—so much so that the woman we’d been hiding was surprisingly at ease around him—I’d anticipated him having long lists of rules for a roommate, demanding I never have houseguests, and probably wanting a to-the-minute schedule for using the shitter.

      But… he hadn’t. There were a million rules pertaining to sex and privacy, which all made a lot more sense now. Otherwise, he was laidback and chill as could be.

      At the other end of the hall, the shower shut off, and I glanced in that direction as if I could see him. There was more to the story, wasn’t there? Since we’d made this plan in November, he hadn’t said another word about his past, so I was no closer to understanding exactly what had happened. What was I going to do? Interrogate him?

      Fuck that. He’d tell me when he was ready, and I’d take him at his word that he was fine with his friend caring for the cats. If he’d wanted me to know what happened, he would’ve said something over the past several months. I’d danced around the subject a little early on, but he’d made it pretty clear he didn’t want to discuss it, so I’d let it drop. Hell, a few times, I’d almost forgotten about our trip and our agreement to pose as boyfriends because we went so long without talking about it. Then he’d casually mention leave chits, flights, hotels, or rental cars, and oh, right, we were doing that, weren’t we?

      None of that painted a picture of someone who wanted to discuss or even think about the past we’d be walking into in his hometown.

      To be fair, I hadn’t exactly been an open book about my family situation. I’d given him the rundown of why I was in ultimatum mode with them, but I hadn’t gone into a ton of detail and he hadn’t asked. Now I felt guilty and stupid for letting all these sleeping dogs lie for this long. I’d had months to get a bead on him. I’d wanted to respect his boundaries and give him space, but at the same time, I wanted to know what I was about to walk into.

      But now Nolan was coming down the hall with his luggage.

      Now we were saying goodbye to the cats.

      Now we were heading down to the car.

      And now there was no turning back.
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      The flight from Naha to Tokyo was only about two and a half hours. Not bad. Then we had to walk a few million miles through Narita International, which was freaking huge, before we got to our next gate. Since we both preferred to have ridiculously long layovers instead of sprinting between flights, we still had two hours before we even boarded. We found a small ramen place and settled in for a light lunch; might as well enjoy some good Japanese food before we were stateside for a couple of weeks.

      While we’d waited for our flight out of Naha, Riley had been agitated and fidgety. He’d insisted he wasn’t a nervous flyer—hell, he’d voluntarily gone skydiving one time—so I’d chalked it up to worrying about making our connection. With as huge as Narita was, and since we were going from a domestic to an international flight, maybe he was worried that if our flight was late, even our long layover wouldn’t be enough.

      Our flight had ended up being a little early, and we’d made it here with plenty of time.

      He was still wound up, though, his eyes distant as he picked at his ramen.

      “Hey,” I said. “You good?”

      He glanced at me, then dropped his gaze to his food and shifted in his seat. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m…” He dragged the ceramic spoon through the ramen, then sighed and put it down. Sitting back, he said, “I’m having some second thoughts.”

      I froze. “Second—like about this trip?” Oh, fuck. I was going to the wedding and all the family stuff alone after all, wasn’t I? I’d kept myself calm about it for all these months because I knew Riley would be there with me, but now he was—

      “About going to California.” He nudged the bowl away. “About this whole plan of trying to get my parents to see…” He shook his head. “I don’t know. It was stupid from the start.”

      “Oh.”

      Riley met my gaze, and understanding seemed to dawn. “I’m still in to go to Seattle.” He waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that.”

      Well, that was a relief.

      “But your family—you don’t want to go?”

      “Not really. I need to. I can’t just avoid it forever.” He swallowed hard. “The thing is, if this doesn’t work, then I really don’t have any other ideas. This is my Hail Mary. Because if they can’t get it through their heads after I’ve brought a boyfriend home, then…” He shrugged. “What else can I do?”

      “Shit,” I whispered. “That’s rough.”

      He grunted in acknowledgment.

      I ate a little of my ramen, then asked, “What exactly is their issue, anyway? Like is it a religious thing, or what?”

      That prompted a bitter laugh. “Hell if I know.”

      “Really?”

      “Mmhmm.” He sat up a little and absently poked at some noodles with his spoon. “I’ve never gotten a straight answer out of them about why my sexuality bothers them, or where it comes from. We always went to a fairly progressive church—they still do—and my dad’s gone there since he was a kid. So that’s not where they picked it up. I mean, shit, that church has had same-sex weddings. They’re not one of those churches that turns parents into their queer kid’s worst enemy.”

      “Wow. So they go to a church that accepts people like us, but they can’t?”

      “Basically.” He managed to eat another bite of ramen, though it seemed to take some effort. “And like, they’re not outwardly hateful, you know? They’re not nasty and evil.”

      “But they still don’t like it.”

      “No, they do not.”

      I studied him, wondering how much to tug at this thread. Maybe he needed to talk it out. Hell, maybe I needed to get a better bead on what I was walking into. “When you came out, how did you think they’d react?”

      “Honestly?” He shrugged. “I thought they’d be chill about it. Like I didn’t think they’d be excited and throwing confetti because they had a gay son, but I figured they’d… you know… accept it.”

      “And they didn’t.”

      “Nope. But like, they didn’t yell at me or cuss me out or anything. They didn’t even seem mad. They just…” He pursed his lips. “The way they reacted, it was what I would’ve expected if I’d brought home a biker chick who was ten years older than me, told them I was getting married after two weeks, and showed them my new tattoo. More like, ‘son, are you sure this what you want to do with your life? Have you really thought this through?’”

      “So, not the worst way they could’ve reacted, but still not what you were hoping for.”

      “Pretty much. And I figured, okay, they’re not thrilled, but they’re not kicking me out, so that’s good.” He seemed lost in thought for a moment before he continued. “I also figured they’d get used to the idea, you know? Like eventually it would just be, ‘oh, right, Riley’s gay.’” He laughed bitterly. “I’m so fucking stupid, though. I mean, last time I was in town, my mom told me one of her friends at church had a daughter who’d just come back from studying abroad, and we’d be a great match.”

      I blinked. “She… seriously? Like, unironically?”

      “Unironically.” Riley picked at his ramen some more. “I had to really gently explain to her for like the fiftieth time that I didn’t want to date a woman. I wasn’t gay because I hadn’t met the right woman—I was gay because I like men.”

      “So they’re in denial over it.”

      “Pretty much, yeah. And it’s fucking exhausting. I’ve been out since I was sixteen. That’s half my goddamned life.” He shook his head. “I’m just done, you know?”

      “I don’t blame you.” I paused. “And that’s why I’m here. So they see you with a man and get it through their heads.”

      “That’s the plan. Don’t know if it’ll work, but… that’s the plan.”

      “Wow. What about the rest of your family? You have a brother, right?”

      Riley nodded. “He’s cool with me. He won’t back me up against our folks, though. He doesn’t want to get in the middle of it.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I muttered.

      “I know, right?” He rolled his eyes. “We used to be a lot closer. This put a strain on things.”

      “Can’t imagine why.”

      “No kidding. As for the rest of the family, I couldn’t tell you how any of my grandparents felt about it,” Riley went on. “My parents ordered me not to come out to them when I was a teenager, and then they begged me not to when I threatened to as an adult.”

      “Did they think your grandparents would react badly?”

      “I couldn’t tell you. I thought so when I was a teenager, but more and more, I have to wonder if they were just embarrassed.” He paused, then shook his head. “I don’t know. By the time I was getting into my thirties and decided I could come out to whoever I wanted to, my only living grandparent was pretty deep into dementia.”

      “Shit,” I said with a grimace. “That’s rough.”

      “Yeah. Grandpa’s still alive, but I’ve been asked not to visit him when I’m home.”

      “You—really? Because you’re gay?”

      “No,” he whispered. “Because he’s so confused and out of it these days, he barely recognizes people. I don’t look anything like I did last time he saw me, so it would just confuse him and upset him, you know?” He swallowed. “It sucks, but I don’t want him to be upset.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I can see that.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, I’ll never know how any of them would have reacted to my sexuality had they known. I don’t know if they taught my parents to be this way. I just… I don’t know.”

      I nodded. “And now you’re not sure if this plan will work?”

      “No. Though the more I think about it…” His shoulders dropped. “I don’t know. They act like they’re just confused and concerned, but at the end of the day… they don’t like what I am.”

      “What we are, you mean?”

      He seemed to consider that, then shook his head. “Me more than anything. Us, as in a couple, sure. But I don’t think they really care about other people being gay. Just… me.”

      “So they’re not across-the-board homophobic—they just don’t want a gay son?”

      Riley quirked his lips. “I think? I… I honestly don’t know. Like if they were really homophobic, would they keep going to a church where same-sex couples have gotten married?”

      “Fair point.” I poked at my own ramen. “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. Just so we’re clear.”

      “No, I do,” he whispered. “I need to. I’m just scared of how it’s going to turn out. And I kind of…” He chewed his lip.

      I watched him, not sure if I should press.

      Dropping his gaze into his mostly abandoned ramen, he said, “What if I’m overreacting?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they love me.” He swallowed hard before meeting my eyes again. “I know they do. They’re proud of me. They support me. It’s just this one thing, and they’re just… like I’ve met people who’ve been abused for being gay. This is just my mom basically wrinkling her nose and asking, ‘Are you, though? Are you really?’ every time I mention it.”

      I scowled. “Fuck that.”

      Riley’s eyebrows rose.

      “I wouldn’t want to put up with that shit. Just because they’re not screaming at you or calling you slurs doesn’t mean they’re not mistreating you.”

      “Still. Like, in my job—I see people who are really abused all the time. Domestics and all that. And it—”

      “And is a spouse who’s been screamed at and called every name in the book not abused because someone else put their partner in the hospital?”

      Riley’s teeth snapped shut.

      “If you don’t like the way someone is treating you,” I went on, “you don’t have to stick around and put up with it. Not even if they’re your family.”

      He exhaled, but didn’t speak.

      I shifted in my chair and folded my arms behind my ramen bowl. “You know, back on Iwakuni, I knew this guy who married a Japanese woman. His family wasn’t—like, they were generally ‘nice’ to her, I guess? But they kind of treated her like an exotic pet.”

      Riley made a face. “Oh God. One of those families?”

      “Yep. And he told me once that they acted like they were just humoring him until he came to his senses.”

      That got Riley’s attention, and he sat up a little. “Yeah?”

      “Mmhmm. He’d always thought his family was a little ignorant about other cultures, but it wasn’t until he brought his wife home that he figured out they were deeply racist. They’d just tuck it into ‘innocently’ ignorant comments.”

      “Yeah,” he whispered. “That’s… That’s exactly what it feels like. I… shit. Yeah.” He furrowed his brow. “So what did he do after he figured it out? That his folks were racist?”

      “It isn’t what he did,” I said. “It’s what she did. It took exactly one ignorant remark about their baby while she was pregnant, and Hikari to put her foot down. She told him she would not tolerate them anymore, and she demanded he take her home immediately.”

      Riley thumped the edge of the table with his knuckle. “Good for her.”

      “Right? The best part is, her mother-in-law looked at him and said, ‘Wow, I always thought women in their culture were taught to never be rude. Apparently not.’”

      “No way. She said that?”

      “Yep. They left the house and never looked back. I think they’re in Yokosuka now with a third kid on the way. Very happily no-contact with his family.”

      Riley blew out a breath. “That still must’ve been hard.”

      “Of course it was. But the thing is, his family—the way they acted sounds a lot like the way yours does. And sometimes that kind of treatment is the most insidious. You tell people about it, and they’re like, ‘Okay, but they haven’t hurt you.’” I inclined my head. “Except, we wouldn’t be doing this if they hadn’t. Right?”

      His jaw worked as he avoided my eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s…” Sighing, he rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s exactly it. They always act ‘nice’ even when they’re saying shit like that, but at the end of the day, when I’m around them and this subject comes up, I feel like…” He paused, and his voice tried to crack as he said, “I don’t feel like their son.”

      Fuck, that was a gut punch.

      “Then I think you’re doing the right thing,” I said. “Give them a chance. And if they don’t take it…” I gestured like I was shooing something away. “Be done with it. Don’t keep beating your head against it.”

      He watched me for a moment. “So you don’t think I’d be overreacting if I cut them off?”

      “After spending half your life putting up with that shit?” I scoffed. “Hardly. And I wouldn’t even give them the ultimatum. We show up, we introduce ourselves as a couple, and if they’re still assholes about it when there’s no denying that you’re really gay—bail.”

      Riley rolled his shoulders. “Why does it feel like that’ll be easier said than done?”

      “Probably because it will be.”

      “Great.” He tilted his head to one side, then the other, as if to work out some stiffness in his neck. “Okay. Okay, that’s the plan, then.” He picked up his spoon again. “Something to give myself indigestion over on the flight.”

      “Nah. It’s an international flight.” I grinned. “Free booze!”

      Riley’s laugh was gorgeous, and it was also a relief. “Free booze sounds good to me.”

      We both chuckled and continued eating.

      And free booze or not, I’d probably spend the whole flight worrying too.
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