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Freelance
engineer Sol Brooks is in hot demand. He’s landed a couple of big
contracts and is all set for a business trip back to the other side
of the pond. The last thing he needs is an unexpected visitor to
complicate his departure.

 


Especially when
that visitor puts his relationship with Adam on rocky ground.

 


Determined to
fulfil his contractual obligations, Sol goes ahead with the trip.
It’s a great opportunity and a chance to catch up with old friends.
And he’s going to check in regularly.

 


What could
possibly go wrong?
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Him On spoilers.
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 Prologue

If my life
were one of my design projects, by the time I met Elise at college,
I was little more than a rough pencil sketch, blurry and
unfinished, graphite smudge where I’d carelessly erased the bits I
didn’t want. Elise and I married, and she unwittingly finalised the
drawing, refining the edges, adding detail, filling in the blanks.
Career, promotions, great apartment, beautiful, successful wife—it
was simultaneously perfect and meaningless, and it stayed that way
for eight years. Two-dimensional, without form, a blueprint for a
life that had been filed away in the wrong drawer.

Then I met
Adam Ashton.

It was like
someone taking a jumbo pack of Crayola and scrawling in big, clumsy
multicoloured block capitals all over my drawing. All over me.

 


I’m the love of your new
life

 


Arrogant as it
was—as he
was—his declaration on our first date proved to be a reliable
predictor of what was to come. Impulsive, confident, honest,
determined, Adam refused to be beaten by my fear.

My fear.

Crazy as that
sounds coming from a guy who’s six foot two, and who can physically
defend himself, I was frightened, and I ran, because that’s what
I’d always done—from my mother’s homophobia, from the bigoted scum
who killed my first boyfriend James, from my grief.

I tried to run
from Adam, too, knowing I’d fallen hard for him, and if I accepted
he was right—that it was time to start over—I would also have to
deal with the rest of it. What Elise and I had shared was good. We
were content, hiding away in our lavender marriage; we loved each
other, as best friends do, and sustained the lie by mutual consent,
with discreet liaisons, sex, no strings. It was safe, nourishing,
gave us each what we needed.

I was an
accessory to her career—the brooding, handsome husband she could
reel out at dinner parties—and it was a great role: intelligent
company, beer and food aplenty. That she thought I was handsome did
wonders for my ego. The fact that she, too, was gay? It felt like
an even greater achievement—not that I’d ‘turned her straight’, or
so much as turned her head. But a gay couple in a fully functional,
opposite-sex marriage, living the good life. Best friends. Drinking
buddies. Liars.

There was only
one lie Elise ever told me, one secret she kept from me: her
sexuality. We had a kind of unspoken agreement that I’d never ask,
and she’d never tell. Even at the end of our marriage, when I
needed her honesty, the closest I got was asking about Jennifer—the
woman from Elise’s office who moved in as I moved out. Girlfriend?
Who knows? Never ask, never tell. Never fall in love.

In return for
being the man on her arm, Elise gave me sanctuary. She knew about
James, and my mother. She knew how scared I was, and why. And she
knew Calvin—the American exchange student whom I dated in second
year of uni. I’d truly believed I was in love, and it gave me the
courage to come out to my mother, dramatically declaring he’d
broken my heart by cheating on me. The truth was, we were never
exclusive, or, rather, I wasn’t sleeping around, but Calvin had
made no promises. He was only in England for nine months, and he
was determined to make the most of the experience, both socially
and politically. Every Pride parade, every rally, Calvin asked me
to go with him, and I refused. Did I have any right to grumble if
he had a little fun in my absence? Not really. In my presence…well,
that was a different matter.

Elise and
Calvin went way back. According to her, he’d always been a slut,
but she thought no less of me when I admitted I’d followed him to
Philadelphia. She’d known everything, because I’d told her
everything, and then we’d shut the door on it. I didn’t need to
think, to feel. Just work, pay the bills, be a good fake husband,
get laid from time to time.

What Adam did,
essentially, was rip the door off my closet, sling me over his
shoulder and cart me off while I kicked and screamed blue murder.
Not literally. I don’t think I’d ever screamed in my life. In my
old life, that is.

What a
terrifying prospect it was, to leave the past behind, let go of my
grief, my fear, the sanctuary of Elise, face up to my mother. I
loved Adam, but I’d thought I loved Calvin and he’d left me; I’d
loved James and he was gone. I wasn’t strong enough. But I loved
Adam. I wasn’t
strong enough.

So I ran, and
Adam chased me, and he kept chasing until his patience finally gave
out, and he delivered an ultimatum. Stop running or lose him,
too.

I stopped
running.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter One

Picture
this.

A late Monday
afternoon, and I was in the kitchen, whipping up a massive
stir-fry—and wearing a floral apron, for God’s sake—rock music
pumping full blast from my home office, while I danced around like
no one could see me. Because, stupidly, I figured no one could see
me. I was home alone. Adam wasn’t due back for another half hour,
the others a good hour after that.

A knock.

Not on the
door. On the window. I dropped the spatula in surprise, and into
the oyster sauce, splattering it up the wall and down myself—lucky
I had the apron, huh? Or not.

It had been
thirteen years since I’d moved to the States, but sometimes, when I
looked in the mirror, I saw the ghost of young me—Sol Brooks, aged
twenty, English boy in Philadelphia, chasing after the American
dream.

Or, more
accurately, running away from the nightmare.

But it was all
done, in the past. I was a very different person—older, perhaps a
little wiser, certainly stockier, with a few wrinkles, and they
were from laughing—life was good. Hell, life was great. I’d married
the ‘love of my new life’, and we’d come home to England, to live
in this big old farmhouse, with chooks, a German shepherd dog
called Suky, and student roomies—Adam’s younger brother, Noah, and
his boyfriend Matty, both of whom, coincidentally, were the same
age I’d been thirteen years ago.

It was mostly
a happy house, noisy, fun and full of life, other than in the
daytimes, when it was just me, working from home, or, like I was
that afternoon, preparing to feed the troops, and wearing a
sunflower-print pinny left behind by my mother-in-law.

Not
just a
pinny. I mean, that’s a bit too kinky for my liking, although if
Adam asked…

But anyway, it
was to protect my work clothes. Yeah, yeah, I was at home, I know.
Once an engineer, always an engineer, and I couldn’t work unless I
was in my smart yet casual, open-necked shirt and slacks.

And a
pinny.

Any other time
I’d have been looking totally cool and awesomely professional—Sol
Brooks, freelance design engineer, BEng, CEng and almost MSc.
Office chairs? They were a thing of the past. Sounds arrogant to
say so, but I was in demand, because sometimes being openly gay
opened doors.

Like, for
instance, the conversation I’d overheard the week before, while
waiting to be invited into the boardroom of a big old-fashioned car
manufacturer trying—and succeeding on some fronts—to drag itself
into the twenty-first century.

“This geezer,
Solomon Brooks? Any good?” says the MD, staring right at me through
the open blind, like I couldn’t see or hear him.

“Yeah,” says
his two-I-C. “One of the best.”

I nodded and
grinned to myself. Damn right I’m one of the best.

“He’s not
really a…you know…” says the Big Cheese.

“A what,
Mike?”

“You know what
I’m talking about, Alan. I’ve got nothing against them, but—”

“Yeah, but
Mike, you can’t deny they’ve got an eye for design.”

OK, maybe not
quite what I’d call acceptance, but, hey! I was self-employed, and
I did have
an eye for design, though I doubt it was determined by my being,
you know—one of
them. Bloody hilarious really, how that kind of heterosexism
was still alive and kicking, and utterly self-effacing. Regardless,
it’s all about the money, so I took the commission. It was, as they
call it in the South of England, ‘a nice little earner’—sketch up
the designs for the interior of a prototype electric sports car,
zoom around the countryside for a few hundred miles, adjust
dimensions, get a few thousand quid deposited in the bank.

“Make it sexy,
safe and, if you can pull it off, Sol—” MD Mike held out his hands,
cupped, like he was carrying a pair of footballs “—comfy as a big
cushioned armchair. That’d go down a treat.”

“Sure thing,
Mike,” I more than likely replied. I don’t recall, to be honest,
thrown even further off-track by Mike’s grunted afterthought.

“And when I
say sexy, I’m after nice soft curves, you know what I mean?”

I knew what he
meant.

He gave those
air boobs a good tight squeeze, jutted out his jaw and laughed
like—what were they called? Beavis and Butthead?

“Ugh-huh-huh.
Ugh-huh-huh.”

Yep. Like
that. What a premium plonker.

Anyway, that’s
what I’d been working on that afternoon, in between making a
stir-fry of epic proportions and racing Noah’s radio-controlled
1:16 Enzo around the kitchen floor, with Suky in hot pursuit.

It was
inevitable really. Knock on the window, jump out of lightly scalded
skin, squint at unknown visitor, slowly realise who unknown visitor
is, deep breath, step off, stand on 1:16 Enzo, zip halfway across
the room, land flat on back, hit head on table, legs in the air,
pinny over face.

Thirteen
years, and there he was: Calvin ‘tie me up in freedom flags and
throw me to the bears’ Hall.

At my
window.

Awesome.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Two

Was I trying
my best to look unappealing? Probably. I was certainly succeeding.
With a bag of half-thawed garden peas on my head, the melted ice
dripping down my shirt made me pull my shoulders right up around my
ears. And still Calvin was gushing about how fabulous it was to see me, and
how amazingly
great I looked. He had his palms on my cheeks, wide blue
eyes staring into mine, and when he released me, it was with a
heavy and implausibly contented sigh. Had he always been so
effusive? Again, the answer was ‘probably’—I didn’t recall him ever
pissing me off by being too gushy, but it was definitely starting
to piss me off now.

My head injury
was a blessing really, a distraction from the shock. Calvin Hall,
who, retrospectively, I acknowledged as being my second boyfriend,
was sitting in my living room. Correction. Our living room. Mine and Adam’s.
My husband. And there was my ex-boyfriend. What-the-actual-fuck.

Those cool
clammy palms cupped my cheeks again. “I can’t believe it, Sol. You
look…”

“Amazingly
great?” I offered dryly.

Cal laughed
and nodded, not releasing me yet.

“So, to what
do I owe this…pleasure?” I asked through a mouth made small by the
restrictions placed upon it. Calvin and his bloody hands. I did
remember him being very tactile, in public, all the time. Kind of
lecherous, actually, and very different to Adam’s public displays
of affection.

Calvin must
have picked up on my tension—perhaps from my scowl or tightly
clenched jaw—because his hands dropped away, landing with a thump
in his lap. He sagged, his long sinewy form crumpling before my
blurry eyes. He checked himself and immediately perked up
again.

“Weeeelll—”
hand now on my knee “—as I told you, I’m over here working with a
big charity,
as a consultant. It’s a great gig.” He squeezed my thigh. I
glowered. He removed his hand. “I met up with Elise last summer,
and she mentioned you came back to England. I figured I’d hook up
with you while I was here.”

Hook up? I
hoped he didn’t mean the way he usually hooked up with guys. The
hand returned—briefly—and Calvin gave me his dazzling to-die-for
smile. Interesting. Thirteen years ago, I’d have melted faster than
the peas in the bag on my head. Now it seemed smarmy somehow, but
he was giving it his best shot, and it likely was genuine. I just
wasn’t feeling the joy emanating from within.

“You’re
lucky,” I said. “If it had been this time next week, I’d have been
in New York.”

Calvin laughed
large, throwing his head back. “And then you’d have been calling me
up, wondering where
the heck is he?”

That was
never going
to happen. In all honesty, since meeting Adam, the only time I’d
thought about Calvin was when the therapist who did my bereavement
counselling asked me to, and the idea of looking him up while I was
over there hadn’t even entered my head. Not that there would be
time for social niceties. Monday and Tuesday, I was in NYC to
present my bid for R&D funding to the car manufacturer’s CEO;
Wednesday, I was in Boston, where I’d been hired as a consultant at
Magda—my previous employer.

It gave me
quite a buzz that two years down the line, Magda still valued my
input. Indeed, were it not for that meeting, I’d have been making
my bid to Étaín’s CEO virtually rather than in person. Whatever, it
was a business trip, pure and simple, and Calvin and I had no
business, unfinished or otherwise.

I took a
breath, about to ask why he hadn’t checked first before landing on
our doorstep, but decided not to bother. That wasn’t his style. He
liked the drama, the element of surprise. Even if it had turned out
to be a wasted journey, he would’ve taken it in his stride, got
back in his hire car, and no doubt tried again another day.

“You’re still
an engineer?” Calvin asked, his small talk connecting with my
thoughts. He knew the answer; he’d found me online. I wasn’t going
to think too much about the effort he’d put into gleaning my
address from the details on my website, which offered only my email
and phone number.

“Yep.
Freelance,” I confirmed.

“That’s
awesome!”

Another five
minutes and Adam would be home from work, hopefully in a better
mood than when he’d left this morning. At exam time, sharing a
house with two undergraduates and a college tutor was no fun at
all, although I can’t say we usually suffered silences as
uncomfortable as this one. Most people meeting someone they hadn’t
seen in ten years could no doubt think of plenty to talk about, but
I’d never been the greatest conversationalist. I replayed what
Calvin just asked me, found a jumping-off point.

“And you’re
still running political campaigns.”

“I’m a
consultant,” Calvin clarified. “Freelancer, too—something else we
have in common.”

“Something
else?”

He laughed at
that. I frowned and flinched. God, my head hurt. I felt like such a
dreadful host, not offering him a drink, but I’d landed pretty
hard. I thought I’d probably lost consciousness for a moment,
because I could remember seeing Calvin at the window and landing on
my back, and the next thing he was guiding me to the sofa,
wittering about ice packs. We didn’t have any, I’d told him, so
he’d brought me the peas. I wasn’t convinced they were helping, but
I didn’t want to seem ungracious.

“How long’ve
you lived here?” Calvin asked, glancing around him.

“Coming up on
two years.”

“And it’s your
place?”

“Yeah. We took
over the lease from my in-laws and made the landlady an offer.”

“You and
Elise?”

I gave Calvin
a withering look. It didn’t work. “Me and Adam,” I clarified.
Calvin was no genius, but I was fairly certain he was only playing
dumb. He and Elise grew up in the same neighbourhood, went to the
same high school. He knew Elise’s parents.

“Oh, I thought
you’d come back to England after college,” Calvin said.

Playing dumb
and lying. If he’d ‘met up with’ rather than ‘bumped into’
Elise, then they’d have had lunch together or some such, and they’d
have talked about me. Conceited? Perhaps, but I was a common
denominator, and Elise and I were still friends. That said, she
hadn’t mentioned seeing Cal, so maybe he was lying about that, too.
He was a very accomplished liar, was Calvin. Did you screw anyone while you were
at the rally? No, babe, I swear. I’d insisted we use
condoms, of course, but they don’t stop crabs.

For the
benefit of the guy in the room acting the idiot, I explained,
“Elise and I got work in Boston after we finished college. Adam and
I met in Boston just over two years ago. We moved back to the UK in
September of the same year.”

“My, you don’t
wait around, do you?” Calvin said with another wide-mouthed
laugh.

My, he was
irritating—really fucking irritating—but it was a fair observation.
There’s much to be said for taking one’s time in a new
relationship, unless it’s with someone who has less patience than a
kid waiting for the ice cream van to arrive on a hot summer’s day.
That was Adam all over. Within seconds of meeting him, I’d dubbed
him Captain Impatient, and he’d been living up to the nickname ever
since. Spectacularly.

Case in point:
only that morning, I’d opened an email confirming my flight booking
for the following week. The email was something of a surprise,
seeing as I hadn’t yet booked a flight. I was still researching,
trying to find the best deal. I rather liked the lottery game of
last-minute cancellations, and they’d never failed me yet. So, I’d
happened to mention as we got into bed, that I’d found a
business-class return for not much more than an economy seat. I
slept on it, changed my mind. By the time I logged in to my
computer and discovered my dear husband had already booked it on my
behalf, he’d buggered off to work.

Impatient and
pushy, he was—or decisive and persuasive, if you were to ask
him—and I wasn’t the only victim. The previous week, Matty—our
student lodger—lost his mum. It wasn’t a shock especially—Matty’s
parents were both heroin addicts, which was why he lived with
us—and he was coping admirably with his loss. And to be fair to
Adam, he’d only been doing what the university expected of us,
which was to support Matty as if he were our own grown-up son.
Problem being, Noah saw it as his job to support Matty, and he was
already at his wit’s end with exam stress before Matty’s mum passed
away.

From Adam’s
perspective, he was being proactive in supporting both his brother
and Matty by lifting some of the weight from Noah’s shoulders. To
Noah, it was proof positive that his older brother was an
interfering pain in the ass. I could see both sides, and credit
where it’s due, Noah was doing a sterling job of supporting Matty
and coping with his studies. However, having already watched the
pair of them almost fail, and the months of misery following their
breakup, Adam was worried that Noah had once again taken on too
much, but today was Noah’s last exam of his second year, and all
seemed well so far.

Unfortunately,
there would be no celebrating the end of exams tonight, because
tomorrow was Matty’s mum’s funeral. Calvin’s timing couldn’t have
been much worse, not that he was aware of it. Calvin the Callous was what
Elise had called him back then, although I was still undecided as
to whether he didn’t give a shit or was just oblivious. For all he
knew, my lapse in concentration could be due to a brain bleed—as
opposed to being stuck for something to say—yet all the while, he’d
been yattering on about how quickly Adam and I had gone from nought
to married. As I tuned back in, I caught names that sounded vaguely
familiar, of people we’d been at college with, who were now
divorced or in the middle of getting one. Calvin seemed to take
unmitigated delight in regaling how such-a-body’s marriage broke
down because they rushed into it, and how so-and-so didn’t take the
time to get to know their ex beforehand.

“I guess,” he
said with overplayed airiness, “some people just aren’t compatible,
but until you really know someone?” He followed up with a
faux-helpless shrug, and his artificially hoisted eyebrows hitched
an inch closer to his artificial hairline.

The point
Calvin was making was perfectly clear; he was dismissing my and
Adam’s relationship without knowing a thing about it. Yes, it was
damn quick, but I couldn’t honestly claim that Adam had pushed me
into it. And no, we didn’t score too highly on the compatibility
scale, but a successful relationship was about more than having a
lot in common. It was built on mutual support, understanding and
trust, and Adam and I had those by the skipload. My grumbles about
his snap decisions, and his moaning about me being a nag, were all
superficial, part of the wonder of married life. On this occasion,
however, I was really hoping he’d temporarily forget my complaints
about his driving and put his foot down, because being the
recipient of Calvin’s bitching and undivided attention was starting
to grate.

As if in
answer to my prayers, the front door opened. Calvin leaned forward
to see.

“That Adam?”
he asked, his eyes going all wide and glassy in a mix of disbelief
and appreciation.

“No. That’s
Noah. Adam’s much
younger brother,” I said. Noah was only twenty years old
now, for Christ’s sake. What did Calvin take me for?

“Ohh!” He
grinned lasciviously. I flared my nostrils, only realising because
doing so sent a wave of pain shooting up my cheekbones and around
my ringing ears. I took a deep breath and cautiously peered up at
Noah, standing in the doorway and frowning down on us.

“Hey, Noah,” I
greeted, trying to sound cheery and carefree, pretty sure I was
failing miserably.

“Hey,” he
said.

“How was the
exam?”

“Fine, thanks.
What’s with the peas?”


“Accident.”

He raised an
eyebrow. “They fell out the freezer and landed on your head?”

I stifled a
laugh. He’d never been the talkative type, but since he and Matty
had decided to give their relationship another try, Noah had
started to come out of his shell a little, and his sense of humour
was wicked.

“He’s
concussed, babe,” Calvin said, still eyeing Noah like he was a
peach ripe for the picking. Babe. Ha. I could see from Noah’s
expression what he thought of that. For starters, he was six foot
five and he worked out—not excessively, but enough to offset his
height. Second, the only person who might, at a push, get away with
calling him ‘babe’, was Matty.

Noah’s eyes
briefly flashed fury, and then I heard the car pull up outside.
Adam, home from work. The engine stopped, along with the thump of
the bass. Suky shot from her bed like a bullet. I needed to
forewarn Adam, but I made my way a little more cautiously and
paused to watch the dog and her favourite person in the whole wide
world reunite in the hallway. Noah gave me a wary look as I passed
him. I smiled and kept hold of my peas.

“Hi,” Adam
said, eyeing me with warm concern. My legs turned to jelly—not just
because of the bang on the head. “What’ve you done?” he asked,
examining my pea-hat.

“Slipped
over,” I explained quietly. I moved in, kissed him and whispered,
“The beard’s gonna have to go.”

“Why?” Adam
asked, rubbing his hairy chin against my neck. “I thought you liked
it.” His hands landed on my hips, and he pulled me close. The head
on my shoulders might have been hammering like a kanga drill, but
the head in my pants didn’t care in the slightest. Adam smirked at
my instant erection.

“Still does it
for me,” I muttered.

“Yeah, I can
feel that.” Adam’s smirk became a grin.

I tried to
signal behind me using eye movement only, but it jolted my neck,
the pain enough to cause nausea. I drew air sharply through my
teeth. “We’ve, er, got a guest,” I said. Adam frowned in
puzzlement, and I mouthed ‘living room’. He peered past me, his
gaze momentarily settling on Noah, who was hovering at the foot of
the stairs, no doubt expecting it all to kick off at any
second.

“Did you get
the bus again?” Adam asked him.

“Obviously,”
Noah retorted flatly.

“And
Matty?”

“Dunno. I
didn’t see him.”

Adam shook his
head, clearly unimpressed, although as far as I knew everything was
fine between Matty and Noah. It needed to be, seeing as next
weekend they were off backpacking together for six weeks, but if it
wasn’t, we’d hear all about it before the day was out—from Matty.
Noah kept to himself, mostly. Certainly, he wasn’t going to tell
Adam anything in front of my surprise house guest.

“Adam,” I
said, this time at a slightly louder than normal volume to make
sure Calvin heard also. I took Adam’s hand—still holding my peas in
place with my other hand—and led him toward the living room.

We didn’t get
very far; Calvin came to us. With an overplayed display of grace,
he uncrossed his long legs, rose to his feet and sashayed—actually
goddamn sashayed—across the living room.

“This is
Calvin,” I said, trying to contain my horror, hilarity and the
sheer terror
of standing between my husband and the ex-boyfriend I’d at best
mentioned in passing, yet whose very presence implied I’d been
intentionally opaque. “We were at college together.”

“Hi, Adam. How
wonderful to meet you at last. Sol’s told me all about you.”

Adam accepted
Calvin’s outstretched hand, but I saw it. I saw that flicker of
something in Adam’s eyes before he painted on the charming Ashton
smile. Calvin must have seen it too, because he backed off
slightly, jarring my elbow with his.

“Fuck!” I
gasped, and Calvin gasped, too.

“Gosh, I’m so
sorry, Sol! Are you—” As he reached out for me, Suky leapt at him,
slobbering all over his face, until he let out a small squeal of
disgust, his mouth in a moue.

“Suke! Here!”
Adam bellowed. The dog immediately obeyed.

I’m no
psychic, but there was a distinct aroma of trouble mingling with
the dog slobber and melting garden peas. We needed a diversion, a
time-out—hell, a ceasefire.

Not exactly
the answer to my prayers, the front door opened again, caught
Adam’s back and knocked him into Calvin. Adam snarled. Calvin
giggled.

“Hi!” Matty
cheerily greeted us all. He stopped dead and looked from me to
Calvin and back again, before turning his attention to Adam.

“Can I talk to
you, please?”

Up above,
Noah’s bedroom door closed.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Three

Now we’d
adjourned to the kitchen, I felt a lot less vulnerable. Matty and
Adam had been out ‘settling the chooks’ for almost an hour, Noah
was still in his bedroom, and Calvin was on his third coffee. The
muted music coming from the attic offered some relief to the
present pause in conversation and a welcome reminder that, even
though I was alone with Calvin, there were other people nearby. Not
that Calvin was any particular danger to me. I knew all his moves,
and I got the feeling he’d tried a couple on me in Adam’s temporary
absence. Immodest of me to assume, perhaps, but I made it clear
nonetheless, and in the politest possible terms, that he was no
match for Adam. It was easy, because it was the truth, and in any
case I wasn’t interested in Calvin Hall. Frankly, I was struggling
to see why I’d fallen for him when I was nineteen, the only reasons
I could come up with being that he came on to me, and I was a bit
naïve back then.

So far, our conversation had steered well
clear of our relationship by staying with the present, and it
turned out Calvin’s impromptu visit wasn’t that far out of his way
after all. The charity he was working with was based in Great
Yarmouth, only twenty minutes away by car, which was local by our
standards, never mind those Cal was used to. He still lived in New
York and, like me, did a lot of work from home, only visiting
organisations if they specifically requested it, or if he fancied a
mini vacation. When I asked if he’d known where I lived
before
he decided to fly over and deal
with the Great Yarmouth charity face-to-face, he avoided answering
and instead started interrogating me about my work. Other than the
electric sports car, it wasn’t interesting enough to sustain the
conversation for more than about five minutes, hence we’d ended up
sitting in silence again, which was how Adam and Matty found us
when they eventually returned from locking up the hen
house.

“You OK?” Adam
asked, his palm brushing possessively across my back.

“Yeah. I took
some pills. Everything all right?” I peered over my shoulder;
Adam’s eyes were focused over the other side of the kitchen, on
Matty, who was filling the kettle and away in his own little world.
He put the kettle on its base and turned around, taken aback when
he saw us both looking at him.

“What’s up?”
he asked.

“Nothing,”
Adam said. “Can I tell Sol what you told me?”

Matty glanced
at Calvin, who took the hint and rose from his chair.

“Hey,
actually, if someone could point me toward the bathroom…”

“I’ll show you
where it is,” Adam said to him and then pointedly to me, “I’m going
up for a shower.” Calvin followed him out of the room.

That was when
I knew for sure how pissed off Adam was. We normally went for a
game of squash on a Monday evening, and by taking a shower, Adam
was sending a clear message my way; Calvin had disrupted our
routine. Of course, with the bang on the head, I probably wouldn’t
have been up for squash anyway, but that was by the by.

Matty took
three mugs from the cupboard. He turned and pointed to mine and
Cal’s mugs. I passed them over.

“Tea for me,
please, Matt. And coffee with six sugars for Calvin.”

“Six?” Matty repeated, his mouth dropping open as soon
as the word passed his lips. Matty had a brilliant ‘surprised’
face. He kind of smiled with mouth agape, blinking his big blue
eyes in an exaggerated fashion. It made me laugh and then regret
it.

“He’s a man of
excesses,” I said.

Matty hurried
over and sat opposite me, tipping his chair forward and leaning
right across the table. “Adam said Calvin was your boyfriend at
uni. Is that true?”

“Yep,” I confirmed. “It’s true.” If I
sounded disappointed, well…I was. Don’t get me wrong, I’d kept up
with what Calvin was up to, and he did great work, important work,
and I admired him for it. But that was now, not then. Back then, I wasn’t at all impressed by his
political activism. I found it downright offensive. It was all well
and good Calvin marching to Downing Street, or making out with a
drag queen on live TV, and he had done both of those things. But
even before James was murdered, where I grew up, being openly gay
wasn’t an option.

No doubt, it was getting better—equal marriage, the same
inheritance rights, and so forth—but ours was a typical
working-class town built on coal-mining and North Sea oil. Mum and
Dad still risked being ostracised for not only failing to condemn
their immoral son, but welcoming me with open arms. OK, so, my
mother wasn’t going to be starting a PFLAG anytime soon, but she
spoke up for Adam and me when the need arose—a state of affairs
that was attributed in no small part to James’s parents. They owned
one of the two remaining pubs in our hometown and always made my
parents feel extra welcome whenever they went there.

So Cal’s politicism was never attractive
to me, but once upon a time he was.
Now all I saw was a lanky, balding, brash American playing up his
campness—Hey, world, I’m gay Cal—and I was an idiot. I’d fallen for the showman, whose
make-up was fading fast, and I had no idea who the real Cal was,
but I suspected I would soon be finding out.

I didn’t want
to think about Calvin anymore, or any more than was necessitated by
him being in our house. I also realised Matty had yet to explain
why he’d urgently needed to talk to Adam, but he seemed perfectly
fine. I heard the downstairs toilet flush; our house guest would be
rejoining us imminently.

“Did you want
to tell me now, or later, Matt?” I asked.


“Later—properly. But it’s OK. Just there’s a student called Leigh
starting uni in September, and I wanted to sound Adam out on
whether he’d be up for doing the training so Leigh could come and
live here. One of the student support people saw me today and said
they’d be in touch.”

“Oh, right,” I
acknowledged lightly, hoping Matty couldn’t tell how disgruntled I
was. Why was it always Adam? Was I not approachable? I always
listened, never judged. I thought I’d been doing an outstanding job
of supporting Matty and Noah. Why not me?

“Your drink,”
Matty said.

“Thanks,”
Calvin responded at the same time I did. Matty slid a second cup in
front of me, and I smiled at him, or at the blonde blur of him
leaving the room. I listened to see where he went, duly noting he’d
forgotten the two cups of tea and that he’d gone up to his and
Noah’s attic room. I drew breath to shout after him, felt a sharp
pain shoot down the left side of my head, and decided to give it a
miss. Upstairs, the music momentarily grew louder and then returned
to its previous volume.

“They seem like good kids,” Calvin said,
resuming his seat.

“Matty and
Noah? Yeah, they are.”

“And they’re
both at college?”

“At
university.”

“Matty’s
rooming with you?”

“Correct. And he’s also Noah’s
boyfriend.” I
really pushed the emphasis on that. Calvin laughed, pretty
joylessly, I might add, and raised his eyes. He wasn’t happy with
my insinuation. “In case you were wondering,” I said.

“I wasn’t,”
Calvin quietly replied. He wrapped both hands around the mug,
staring into the overly sweet beverage. “I hope you don’t mind me
dropping by like this.”

“Well…” I
began, all set to tell him that yes, actually, it was most
inconvenient, as we had a funeral to attend tomorrow, omitting the
part about Adam being hacked off. It would signal all was not well
on the marital front, which simply wasn’t true and—perish the
thought—Calvin might see it as an in-road. Or the Calvin of old
would have done. The man sitting in front of me now, I wasn’t so
sure. Much as I could be an insensitive bastard, I knew something
was bothering him, so I just said, “It’s good to see you, Cal. A
chance to catch up, and all that.”

“Yeah,” he
agreed half-heartedly. He looked up and fully met my gaze. “I’m
really happy for you, Sol. You and Adam, this house, family—you’ve
done well for yourself. You’re very lucky.”

“Thank you,” I
said, and I meant it. Giving praise was not one of Calvin’s strong
points. Nor was accepting it one of mine; I quickly deflected back
to him. “And what about you? Anyone special in your life?”

I saw it as
the words left my mouth. Pain. So much pain that try as he might,
Calvin couldn’t hide it. With visibly shaking hands, he picked up
his coffee, sipping rapidly and making little slurping noises that
would have irritated me, were it not for my question being the
cause of his evasive behaviour.

“Sorry. You
don’t have to answer.”

He stopped
sipping, set his coffee down again. “You asked, I’ll tell you.”

“Honestly,
Cal, if you don’t want to…”

“Give me a
second,” he said. He scooped his hair back with both hands,
displaying the full extent of his receding hairline.

A comb-over.
God, I’d got lucky, both with inheriting a good head of hair and
Cal getting shut of me early on. The shallowness of that thought
appalled even me, in light of the man’s clear distress, but like I
said, the attraction had been mostly physical, and today I’d only
seen those aspects of his personality that I’d always despised. He
was a flirt, constantly on the lookout for a quick lay, and to my
way of thinking, once a slut, always a slut. Then again, I’d
changed. Perhaps I needed to cut him some slack.

Calvin
released his hair and gave me an almost passable attempt at a
smile. “I was with someone until two years ago. We have a son—Wade.
He turns six in a couple weeks. I haven’t seen him since his fourth
birthday—the same day Ivan and I broke up.”

“Oh, Cal. I’m
sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.

He shrugged
defeatedly, instantly lost in his thoughts again, while the sounds
of family life played out all around us—Suky snoring in her bed in
the hallway, Adam yelling up to the boys about the absence of bath
towel, Matty apologising on Noah’s behalf when returning said bath
towel, Noah’s retort that it was ‘no biggie’ when we possessed more
than one…

I was suddenly
feeling very fortunate indeed—and guilty. And annoyed with myself
for feeling guilty. I’d taken a leap into the unknown, faced up to
a whole lot of stuff I didn’t want to, in order to get this. Yes,
I’d done well, but I worked hard for it, and it riled me that
Calvin saw it as nothing more than a stroke of luck. That said, if
Elise and I hadn’t gone to the store that night, if Adam had picked
a different checkout to push in to, if I hadn’t left my
wallet…yeah, OK. Maybe Lady Luck did help me out a little. Even so,
relationships took a great deal of effort, and it wasn’t arrogant
to say I always put in my fair share.

“What
happened, if you don’t mind me asking?” It was a deliberately
probing question, and I knew exactly why I was asking it. I wanted
to hear that Calvin was responsible for the demise of that
relationship, too.

“Oh.” He waved
a hand dismissively. “Nothing very interesting. Ivan hated me
working away. He wanted me to give it up, and I couldn’t. My work
is important. It changes lives for the better.”

“Arguably,” I
thought aloud. I hadn’t intended to, but I’d heard that line
before, many times over, and whilst I was broadly in agreement that
our ‘fling’ at uni was far less important than fighting for gay
rights and equality, I doubted the same could be said of adult
relationships with parental responsibilities.

“Meaning?”
Calvin asked. He was getting prickly.

“Does it make your life better?”

“Sure. It
makes a difference to us all.”

I picked up my
tea, said nothing.

“I need to
believe that, Sol. If I don’t, then I lost you, and Ivan and Wade,
for nothing.”

What did he just say? He
dumped
me.

“Can I be
frank?” Calvin asked. I nodded dumbly. “When I told you I met up
with Elise last year? I did, but it wasn’t a personal meeting. She
handled the custody case. I’m Wade’s biological father, and we
thought it was a foregone conclusion.”

That explained
why Elise hadn’t mentioned it. Ever the professional, I could
recount exactly three occasions when she’d told me about the cases
she was working. The first, her client was the wife of a director
at Magda, going after her husband’s shares in the company as part
of the divorce settlement. That was probably the biggest breach of
legal ethics out of the three, because it wasn’t life or death.
Just a heads up that I might need to look for a new job sometime
soon.
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