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Like You’ve Nothing Left to Prove

The Breakaway Series, Book Two

E.L. Massey


To Deacon. My Hawk. The best dog in the world.


Chapter One

THE PROBLEM WITH dating a celebrity is that sometimes they have to do ridiculous things like take a call from their agent on Christmas Eve when they should be cuddling with their boyfriend.

Something about a sponsor and a New Year’s appearance and an upcoming photoshoot that had to be rescheduled? Eli lost the thread pretty quickly. He watches all of Alex’s games and has made an effort to actually understand hockey rules (though what actually counts as goaltender interference is still a mystery to him). He thinks his boyfriending duties are pretty well covered. He doesn’t need to know which jockstrap Alex is currently endorsing or whatever.

So Eli is reading Great Expectations, proud of himself for getting a head start on next semester’s readings, hoping his boyfriend comes to bed soon, and feeling very sleepy. Though that could be the Dickens. Actually, that’s not fair. He enjoys Dickens a fair amount. But Great Expectations is certainly no Bleak House.

He flips the page and glances up as Alex paces into the bedroom from the hallway, where he’s been in and out of earshot for the last half hour.

Eli’s parents are asleep at the opposite end of the house downstairs, and his sister, Francesca, is still awake next door if the music coming through the shared bathroom door is any indication.

“Hey,” Alex says, tossing his phone onto the top of the dresser. “Sorry about that.”

Eli waves Great Expectations at him in a conciliatory manner. “No problem. But since you’re up, I left my Chapstick in the bathroom.”

Alex gives him a fond look that Eli is still getting used to: a little squint, a little crooked smile, a raise of one eyebrow. “Is that a request?”

Eli tries to look as cozy and pitiful as possible. “Please?”

Alex rolls his eyes but slips through the bathroom door and switches the light on, painting the wood floor gold.

“I loved him against reason,” Eli shouts after Alex, “against promise, against peace, against hope, against happiness, against all discouragement that could be.”

“I already said I would get it,” Alex shouts back. “You don’t need to woo me with Dickens.”

“Ah, but I must always woo you, my love,” Eli argues, affecting a terrible English accent, “With Dickens or otherwise.”

“Can you do your wooing a little more quietly?” Francesca yells from her bedroom.

Eli stifles his laugh in the duvet.

Alex turns off the light, runs into the cedar chest, swears, and then crawls up to flop inelegantly on top of Eli. He tries, very ineffectively, to apply the Chapstick for Eli until, laughing even harder, Eli wrestles it away from him and does it himself while Alex pretends to pout.

“Hey,” Alex murmurs, smudging the words into Eli’s neck, “do you maybe wanna do that thing where you drag your fingernails up and down my back until I fall asleep completely blissed out on oxytocin?”

Eli slides his book and then the Chapstick onto his nightstand and moves his hands automatically to Alex’s shoulders. “How did you know? That’s exactly what I wanted to do.”

“Oh.” Alex makes a point of settling in further before going absolutely boneless. “Well, that’s perfect, then.”

The bruises on Alex’s side look particularly stark when painted in moonlight, and Alex is warm and sleepy and vulnerable. His curled fingers in the periphery of Eli’s vision make Eli’s chest ache in a way he can’t explain with anything other than love. This soft, tactile man, who smells like VapoRub and Eli’s detergent, is so far removed from the visceral, overconfident Alexander Price, whose skill and notoriety sell out hockey arenas. In the dark and the quiet of Eli’s childhood bedroom, it almost feels as if they’re two different people. Except Eli is the only one privileged enough to know this gentle night-time version.

“Mm,” Eli agrees, dragging his nails lightly, so lightly, up the expanse of Alex’s back. “Perfect.”

*

ALEX WAKES ELI up at 7:00 a.m. on Christmas morning. “Hey,” he whispers urgently into Eli’s temple. “I want to call James.”

“You what?” Eli growls somewhere in the vicinity of his sternum.

And, okay. Admittedly, saying he wanted to call his ex-boyfriend might not have been the best way to go about waking up his current boyfriend.

“Sorry. Sorry. I know it’s early but I was laying here thinking. And I realized I’m ready. I’m not afraid to talk to him anymore, and I know he’ll be awake but probably not downstairs with his parents yet because his mom likes to sleep in.”

He takes a breath. “But I don’t have to right now. I can wait until tonight.”

“No, no this is good,” Eli says, shifting so he can blink up at him, bleary and shadowed in the early-morning light and his hair an absolute disaster.

There are pillow creases on his cheek and his lips are chapped and his morning breath is rank.

Alex loves him.

“I’m good,” Eli says, pressing his palms to his eyes. “Do I need to be awake for this, or…?”

Alex loves him so much. “No. This is fine. Just…be here? While I talk to him?”

“Done.” Eli yawns, throwing an arm around Alex’s waist. “Go for it.”

“Okay.”

And Alex calls James.

“Alex,” James says after the third ring, and Alex has to close his eyes for a moment at the familiarity of it.

“Hey,” he says. “Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah, Merry Christmas. What are you doing up this early? Isn’t it 7:00 a.m. in Houston?”

“I’m not in Houston,” Alex says. “But, yeah.”

“You’re not in Houston.”

“I’m not.”

James huffs out a laugh. “You’re in Alabama, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“And you’re calling me on Christmas morning instead of cuddling with your—uh. Eli?”

Eli, who can obviously hear James, snickers into Alex’s neck.

Alex winces. “Boyfriend. Eli’s my boyfriend. We’re together.”

“I mean, I kind of figured. He said you weren’t, though, when he was here.”

“It’s new. Sort of. We finally got together after Thanksgiving.”

“Good,” James says after a moment’s pause, and Alex thinks he means it. “I’m glad.”

“Me too,” Alex says.

It earns him a squeeze from Eli.

“Okay,” James says. “Well, I’ll ask again—why are you on the phone with me instead of cuddling your boyfriend?”

Alex bites his lip.

James sighs at his silence. “Alex.”

“I’m…uh. Those two things aren’t exactly mutually exclusive?”

“So. You’re calling your ex-boyfriend while cuddling your current boyfriend? On Christmas morning.”

Eli turns his face into Alex’s collar bone, and Alex can feel him smiling. “Yes.”

“I feel like I should be apologizing to Eli right now, but I also feel like he probably knew what he was getting into. Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Really good. There are some things we should talk about.”

“Okay?” James sounds guarded. Which is fair.

“Um. One thing is personal, and one is professional. Which do you want first?”

“Personal first,” James says. “I guess.”

Alex takes a breath, and Eli’s head shifts on his chest.

He smooths one hand down Eli’s side, pressing his fingers to the divots between his ribs.

“I’m sorry. For everything. And I miss you,” Alex says slowly. “I miss being friends with you. And I understand if you don’t want to or if you can’t be friends with me again. After everything. But if you do—”

“I do,” James says. “I’m sorry too. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have cut you out of my life.”

“I understand why you did. I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did, there at the end. I was…uh…scared. And insecure. And I sort of pushed all of my bad feelings onto you.”

“We both fucked up,” James says quietly and more than a little resigned.

“Yeah.”

“But it also sounds as if we’re both trying to handle our problems like adults now, so that’s good, right?” James laughs, and Alex’s chest feels a little looser.

“So I was thinking we could start talking again?” Alex suggests.

“We could text, maybe. To start with.”

Alex makes a face. “Since when do you text?”

“Well. The team has a group chat. And Cody is always texting me. He even taught me how to use emoticons.”

Alex glances down at Eli, and they share a knowing look. “Cody, huh?”

“Yeah,” James says, completely missing the leading inflection in Alex’s tone. “Cody Griggs? He’s Eli’s friend. The one Eli visited here at Thanksgiving. He’s from Alabama too. He’s a smart player. Fast, soft hands, good eye. He’s going to be a serious asset to the team next year.”

“Yes. I know who Cody is,” Alex says dryly, and from the strangled sounds Eli is making, he’s either trying not to sob or badly stifling hysterical laughter.

“So,” James continues, “you said there was something personal and something professional. Is everything okay with the Hell Hounds? You’re playing well. Your whole line is. You really have a shot at the cup this year.”

“Yeah, no. Everything is great with the Hell Hounds. That’s, um, actually part of—” He takes another breath. Lets it out. Breathes again. “I’m thinking about coming out. I’ve already talked to management and PR.”

“Alex,” James says, sounding winded. “Are you sure?”

Alex curls his fingers into the fabric of Eli’s shirt. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure. And it won’t be super soon. I’m going to start telling the team at the end of the season, the rest of the organization over the next year. Probably won’t go public for another year after that.” He takes another breath. “When I do, though, it might implicate you.”

James doesn’t say anything.

“Hell Hounds PR has been through all our old interview footage and game tapes. Apparently, I wasn’t super discreet about my feelings. They think they can play it off as a one-sided crush, but I just wanted to warn you. Especially since two years from now, you’ll probably be—”

“In the NHL,” James finishes. “Yeah.”

And as many years as Alex has spent with him, he has no idea what James is thinking right now.

He wishes he could see James’s face.

“I’m sorry,” Alex says. “I know that’s going to make things harder for you, and I don’t want to be the reason for any more stress in your life. I’ve fucked things up for you enough.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“It feels like it,” Alex says, rough and quiet and so honest it makes his teeth hurt.

Eli’s arm around him tightens.

“It wasn’t,” James repeats. “And I think it’s good. That you’re going to come out. After all, if you do, then I won’t be the first.”

It’s Alex’s turn to find breathing a little difficult. “You’re thinking about coming out?”

James doesn’t say anything for several seconds.

“Not seriously. Not yet. I want to play at least a couple seasons professionally first. Prove myself, you know?”

Alex does know.

“But I will someday. And I don’t want to wait until I retire anymore.”

“Does Cody have anything to do with that?” Alex asks.

James’s silence is telling.

“Sorry. That’s none of my business; forget I asked.”

“No. I mean, yes? It’s—maybe.”

“What’s maybe?”

“Cody.” James makes an annoyed noise. “He’s…important. And we’re not…uh… We’re not. But…”

“But he’s making you think about it.”

“Yeah.”

“But you’re also still James Petrov.”

“Yeah.”

“I understand.”

“Yeah,” James says, laughing a little. “I bet you do. At least you’ve already proven yourself though. Youngest captain in the NHL for the number one team in your division. Calder your rookie year. Currently first in points and second in goals in the league. You could come out tomorrow if you wanted.”

And all laid out like that… James kind of has a point.

Alex swallows, trying to keep his voice steady. “Aw. You still keep track of my stats?”

“Of course I do. But hey, listen. I don’t want you to have to lie for me. So just— Keep me posted about your plans and whatever PR is telling you, okay? We have time. Who knows how I’ll feel a year from now.”

“Okay,” Alex agrees.

They both go silent, and Eli shifts a little, rubbing his cold nose against the bare skin on Alex’s chest. Eli’s nose is always cold. Even in ridiculously warm Alabama winter. Alex has no idea why, but it’s hopelessly endearing.

“Thank you,” Alex says.

James doesn’t ask him for what, which he appreciates. Nor does he dismiss the gratitude.

“Yeah,” James agrees. And then: “I can hear my parents downstairs. Talk later?”

“Yeah. Merry Christmas, James.”

“Merry Christmas, Alex.”

He ends the call and lets his phone slide down the pillow, disappearing into the cloud of Eli’s duvet. He just breathes for a minute, eyes caught on the dark wood of the peaked ceiling.

He thinks maybe it should hurt that James is considering coming out. That he doesn’t want to wait until retirement anymore—something he’d been so painfully adamant about for so many years. He thinks maybe it should hurt that James might be willing to do it for Cody, a kid he’s known for less than six months, when he wasn’t willing to do it for Alex. But it doesn’t hurt.

Or maybe it doesn’t hurt as much as it could. Because Eli is stretched out in a solid line of warmth next to him, tracing absent patterns on his stomach with gentle fingers, letting him process.

What does hurt is how broken, in retrospect, his relationship with James had been. How disjointed and noncommunicative and unintentionally cruel they’d been to each other—both terrified, with no idea how to love someone and no one they could go to for help with figuring out how. He can’t say he wishes that first desperate kiss at sixteen had never happened, but he hurts for his past self. For past James. For both of them. It wasn’t fair.

He doesn’t realize he’s crying until Eli makes a distressed noise and sits up, then leans over to thumb away his tears, eyes wide and concerned, and Alex cannot with Eli’s stupid beautiful face right now.

He hides in Eli’s lap, embarrassed, wraps his arms around Eli’s waist, and tries to get a goddamn hold on himself.

“Hey,” Eli says, fingers hesitant in his hair. “Is this good crying or bad crying? Because I am really bad at this shit, and I don’t know what to do.”

“I’m not crying.”

“Okay. Well. Are you, um, not crying in a good way or not crying in a bad way?”

He laughs wetly. “Good. I think. Just…” He breathes for a moment, thinks about being honest and making things simple and saying what he means, and all the other super frustrating shit therapy has introduced to him, which is actually kind of helpful.

“I think I’m sad because James and I had a pretty fucked-up relationship, but we didn’t know any better, and we ended up just making things worse for each other. And that sucks. But I’m also relieved? We’re both so much happier and healthier now. But then that makes me mad, like, on behalf of my past self. Our past selves. We were just kids. And it’s not right that we had so much pressure on us and were so afraid of being caught. It’s not fair.”

His voice might have broken on the last word.

Eli’s fingers move more purposely through his hair. “You’re right. It’s not. I can’t even imagine what you went through, and you are completely allowed to be upset about it. Sad and relieved and angry and happy and whatever else you need to feel.”

Sometimes it is abundantly clear Eli is also in therapy.

“But, hey,” his voice goes kind of rounded and soft. “Think about the impact you’ll have when you come out. You can prove to kids all over the world that living with secrecy and shame isn’t the only option. Think about what it would have meant for you, if there had been an out player in the league. And not just an out player, but a captain, with awards and accolades, and…sponsorship deals with Gatorade.”

“I don’t have a sponsorship with Gatorade.”

“Oh my god, Alex. You know what I’m saying.”

He does. And it’s…admittedly not something Alex had thought of previously. But Eli is right. It would have made a difference to have that as a kid. Maybe even a huge difference.

“You’re right,” he says, face still tucked somewhere in the vicinity of Eli’s upper thigh.

“Thank you.”

Neither of them moves for several seconds, apart from Eli’s restless fingers.

“So,” Eli says eventually. “I know we’re having an emotionally fraught moment and everything, but I really have to pee, so—”

Alex cracks up, which, judging by the restrained noise Eli makes, probably doesn’t help things. “I should shower,” he says, resigned, and sits up.

“After I use the bathroom,” Eli says.

“I guess I’ll allow it.”

Hawk, who had slept through the proceedings, wiggles her way up from the foot of the bed to say good morning.

“You want me to let her out?” Alex asks.

“Yes, please.”

Alex gets a close-mouthed kiss as he’s pulling on a shirt. He catches Eli’s hand as he starts to retreat and ducks to press his mouth to Eli’s knuckles; he’s feeling particularly overcome at the moment, and it seems like the thing to do.

“Thank you,” he says, and he’s pretty sure if Eli’s skin wasn’t so dark, he’d be tomato red.

“For what?” Eli asks.

“Being with me.”

He feels like maybe that isn’t specific enough. Maybe Eli won’t understand he doesn’t just mean this morning.

But Eli’s eyes go wide and serious, and he says, “Of course,” in a way that feels distressingly close to always.

“But seriously.” Eli tugs a little at Alex’s grip. “I do need to pee.”


Chapter Two

ELI CAME OUT to his family on his fourteenth birthday.

It was a Saturday, and he’d spent the morning at the rink with Cody. And then he’d come home, done his chores, because even on his birthday, the goats were needy, adorable bastards. And then he’d collapsed, exhausted, on the couch.

He got to pick what they ate for dinner, and he chose Tres Golpes since breakfast-for-dinner was the best and also Francesca had decided she hated plantains that week and, at eight years old, she was quite possibly the most annoying person ever. Watching her suffer through clearing her plate was its own gift.

He was kind of a dick at fourteen.

But then he’d opened his actual presents and, of course, his mother had bought him clothes and then made him try on the clothes and then nearly got teary when he came out in a button-down that felt too tight around his throat. She hugged him and sighed about her baby growing up and asked if he had plans to ask someone special to the upcoming eighth-grade spring dance. When he said no, she took it upon herself to open his seventh-grade yearbook and go through the various girls she thought might be good candidates, with Abuela occasionally giving her input.

And he knew they didn’t mean anything by it.

They weren’t trying to upset him.

But he was fourteen and full of hormones or whatever, and he’d had a very long, tiring day. Suddenly he was unbuttoning the shirt as if it was the problem, throwing it onto the floor and yelling that he didn’t have a crush on any of the girls in his grade, and why couldn’t they just leave him alone?

Which, of course, had the exact opposite effect. Five minutes later, he was sitting on the couch half-naked, surrounded by his family and crying that he was maybe, possibly, definitely gay, and please don’t send him to a place he’d seen on the news where the kids did bootcamp exercises and prayed a lot until they were “fixed” or whatever. He didn’t think there was anything wrong with him.

Surprisingly, it was his father, not his mother, who pulled him into a crushing hug and said, of course, there was nothing wrong with him, and they would never send him to a place like that, please don’t cry, and they loved him and would always love him no matter what and maybe go pick up your new shirt before Mamá gets over her shock and remembers that you threw it, tags and all, onto the floor.

So he’d picked up his shirt, laughing a little, and was hugged by first Mamá and then Abuela, who was honestly the one he was most worried about.

“You’re not mad I’m gay?” he had to ask.

“There are worse things you could be,” she said.

“Like a fútbol player,” Francesca said. She was at a stage where anything the other family members liked, she vehemently opposed. Exhibit A: plantains.

“There is nothing wrong with fútbol players,” Abuela chided, and then, aside to Eli, she murmured, “Feel free to bring one home.”

It was, quite honestly, a little anticlimactic. For years, he’d imagined worst-case scenarios, wondering if he should come out at all or just wait until after college, like Cody planned to do. But he just…couldn’t. College was too far away and, unlike Cody, he didn’t think the worst-case scenario applied to him.

He spent the rest of his fourteenth birthday getting—and submitting to—a little more affection than usual. He even got to pick the movie they watched that night, much to Francesca’s dismay. By bedtime, Mamá and Abuela were cuddled up on the couch with him, going through the seventh-grade yearbook again, this time, looking at the boys.

It was…good.

Really good.

And the following Christmas, when he’d come out to the rest of his family, they’d handled things with more or less equal grace. His cousin Toby had been a bit of a dick. But Eli didn’t even have to decide whether it was worth punching him over because two of his other cousins piled on Toby a moment later. Then, once Toby’s mom found out what he’d said, he didn’t get dessert. So that was fine too.

It’d taken Eli ages to fall asleep that Christmas night, watching the shadows shift across the ceiling and imagining maybe, someday, he might have someone else in the bed with him, visiting for the holidays. Maybe, someday, he might actually get the chance to wake up with his boyfriend or his husband in his childhood room, to go downstairs to the madness of his wonderful, ridiculous, family. To perhaps, far off in the future, put to use one of the half-dozen fold-away baby cots his mom has stashed in various closets around the house.

Because that—marriage and kids and family—was suddenly possible. Everyone he cared about knew and still accepted him.

It was probably one of the happiest realizations of his life.

Now, lying curled in Alex’s recently abandoned warmth, staring at the same ceiling only five years later, Eli grins up at the rafters. It’s happening. And it’s even better than he imagined.

Eli decides to go back to sleep once Alex gets in the shower; it’s unlikely it will take him less than fifteen minutes. While he can hear his mamá and abuela are awake, Francesca definitely won’t be up yet, and breakfast won’t start until the rest of the family drives in. So he lies there and enjoys the smell of menthol and Alex on his sheets and the soft, indistinct noise of conversation, punctuated by occasional laughter, coming from downstairs. He drifts, not quite asleep, but not fully awake, either, until Alex emerges from the bathroom. Pink-faced and damp-skinned, he jumps onto the bed in a gust of vanilla-scented air. He’s only wearing boxer briefs—the black Under Armour ones with neon-green stitching he knows Eli prefers—and he wiggles his way back under the comforter and then drapes himself on top of Eli, grinning.

“Merry Christmas,” Alex says, pressing a humid kiss to the little section of skin under Eli’s left ear.

“Merry Christmas,” he agrees.

And then there’s the distinct sound of cars coming down the gravel driveway, followed inevitably by a sudden upheaval of noise downstairs.

Alex sits up, considering.

“Did a child army just besiege the house?”

“Besiege, huh?”

“You used ‘besieged’ in your paper about the Mesopotamian war,” Alex says absently, rubbing his knuckles against the short grain of the shaved portion of Eli’s hair. “It’s a good word.”

“You read my paper about the Mesopotamian war?”

Alex looks at him like he’s a moron.

“Yes? You left it on the counter. You said I could.”

“I know I said you could, but I didn’t think you actually would.”

“Why wouldn’t I? I like history, and I like you. You writing about history is the best. And even if I didn’t like history, I would still be supportive. I looked through your calculus bluebook, too, even though I didn’t understand any of it.”

Eli has to kiss him for that.

Another car arrives, and the noise level downstairs multiplies exponentially.

Alex’s eyebrows go up again.

“We should get dressed,” Eli says. “Are you ready for this?”

“I don’t know, am I?”

“Probably not.”

Alex pouts at him.

“I’m the youngest of six cousins, and all but one of them are married and have at least one kid. None of which are over the age of five. So.”

Alex’s eyes go a little wide. “Okay,” he says seriously, and then—

Well. That’s, literally, Alex’s game face.

Eli kisses him again since he figures Alex wouldn’t appreciate him laughing and then goes to get dressed so they can join the chaos downstairs.

Christmas with his family and Alex is exactly as outrageous as Eli expected. Once everyone is seated at the tables—one main, two overflow—Abuela explains over crying babies and toddler chatter that Eli’s boyfriend, Alex, is a closeted professional athlete, and no one is to take or post any pictures of him online under pain of her wrath. This is followed by nearly every adult getting out their phone and googling Alex, much to Alex’s dismay.

Eli’s oldest cousin, Markus, doesn’t have to, however. He lives in New York and gets Rangers tickets from his company pretty regularly. This provides a relieved Alex with a solid twenty minutes of conversation since he’s played in juniors with one of the Rangers’ new rookies—Jesse Nash. He and Markus fall easily into a friendly argument about the last Hell Hounds/Rangers game. (The Rangers won, but only, Alex maintains, because Kuzy and Matts had both been out with minor injuries.)

When they move into the living room to open gifts, Eli and Alex share a chair that is technically too small for two people, but neither of them complains. They drink eggnog-doctored coffee and laugh over the sheer overwhelming exuberance of the children present.

Later, when the floor is a sea of wrapping paper and empty bags, and the kids are scattered, playing with their new toys, the adults get their turn. It’s mostly clothes and home goods, “needs” rather than “wants” as Abuela terms it. Until, of course, they get to Alex’s presents.

He’s already looking a little sheepish, wearing the handmade crocheted scarf Abuela gave him, and Eli braces himself. He’d given Alex what was, for his budget, a pretty expensive selection of gifts: a very soft, very clingy T-shirt that was admittedly more for Eli than Alex and a new Kindle since he knew Alex’s old one was having issues charging. He knows whatever Alex has gotten for Eli—and apparently the rest of his family—probably blows that out of the water.

Alex grins a little self-consciously as Abuela passes out his gifts. He has one arm around Eli, the other awkwardly extended over the arm of the chair so Estaci, Markus’s four-year-old daughter, can paint his nails with one of her new nail polishes. She isn’t doing a very good job, but Alex doesn’t seem to care.

The long, skinny package for Eli’s dad is a new pair of DeWalt barbed-wire cutters and a pair of Duluth Kevlar work gloves, which Papá genuinely seems happy about. Mamá is perhaps even more excited, and she moves to hug Alex—gently, so as not to disturb Estaci’s work—muttering that maybe now her stubborn fool of a husband won’t come home bleeding every time he has to fix the fence. Abuela gets an envelope with a notification that her new yellow stand mixer will arrive at her house in the Dominican Republic the day after her own return in two weeks. She promptly blesses him, his future children, and all his hockey endeavors—in Spanish, of course, but judging by his pleased grin, Alex gets the gist of it. His mom similarly gets an envelope informing her Alex has prepaid for a year’s worth of monthly birdseed delivery from Amazon; at which point, she tells Alex he’s looking a little hungry and goes to fix him another plate. Eli’s mom is just as bad with emotions as Eli is. Francesca gets a pair of Jordans, which she promptly screams about, thanks Alex effusively, and then begs to borrow Mamá’s phone so she can FaceTime her best friend to brag.

Eli is the only one who cries, of course, but he’s the only one to receive a new pair of custom-made Riedell ice skating boots with John Wilson Gold Seal blades. And he knows they’re custom because the black boots have shiny red-lacquered soles—like Louboutins—and he doesn’t even want to think about how much trouble Alex must have gone through to make that happen or how much he must have spent—

“Oh,” Alex says when Eli starts tearing up, one of the new boots cradled reverently to his chest. “No, hey, is—sorry, Estaci. Can I have my hand back?—are you okay? Are the skates okay? I talked to Jeff and your coach, but—”

“They’re perfect,” Eli manages, more than a little strangled.

Alex is perfect.

Oh god.

And maybe Eli has to hide his face in his boyfriend’s chest for a minute.

It’s fine.

It’s not embarrassing at all.

By the time he’s managed to get a hold of himself, most of the cousins have migrated to the kitchen and are putting together a fútbol game. Markus is still arguing with Anna about last summer’s game, and Francesca is declaring they’ll have to replace her; now that she’s put the Jordans on, she refuses to take them off. She’s certainly not about to get dirt on them oh my god how could you even suggest that? Eli is glad his parents have held firm on the whole “no phone until freshman year of high school” thing because if she had access to Instagram, the whole feed would probably be the damn shoes for the next month. She is happy, though, and Alex looks endlessly pleased with himself.

“Hey,” Markus calls to Eli, “is your boy playing? He can take Francesca’s spot.”

“Oh, no,” Eli starts, but he’s interrupted by Alex’s even louder, “Sure!”

“You don’t have to play,” Eli says lowly.

“What? Of course I’m going to play,” Alex answers, and the look on his face is—

Oh.

Oh no.

“Do you even know how?”

It is immediately clear this is the wrong thing to ask.

“Oh my god. I know how to play soccer, Eli. I was on a team in elementary school. And the Hell Hounds kick a ball around the hallway before every game.”

“That’s…really not the same.”

Alex makes a dismissive noise.

“So I’ll figure it out. I may not know Spanish, but chirping is universal. If I don’t play, none of your cousins are going to respect me.”

“I mean, to be fair, if you do play, they probably won’t either,” Eli says, just to make sure his position is clear. His family doesn’t mess around with their fútbol. Alex is going to get wrecked, and it will not be Eli’s responsibility.

“I’m a professional athlete,” Alex says, exasperated. “I’ll be fine.”

“Sure you will, sweetheart.”

When they huddle up in their respective teams a few minutes later, Eli interrupts Markus’s game-plan speech with a firm warning.

“Do not break my boyfriend,” Eli says, looking pointedly at Toby. “I know he’s an overly competitive moron, but his ankles are also worth several million dollars. So if any of you so much as thinks about tripping him to prove a point, I will have you excommunicated from this family. Everyone knows I’m Abuela’s favorite. I can make it happen.”

No one argues. They know it’s true.

It turns out Alex isn’t, actually, that bad. He can’t handle the ball to save his life, but he’s fast and arguably the most fit person out there, so he manages to hold his own better than anticipated. Eli’s team wins since they have Anna’s wife, who played NCAA soccer, which is probably cheating, but Eli doesn’t care because it’s to his advantage. The other team does care, though, and they all troop back into the house for water, arguing, but too hot to play a second game with new teams. By the time they’ve all reintegrated in the living room and kitchen with the rest of the family, Alex has been handed a baby.

And honestly.

That’s just not fair.

He comes to stand next to Eli, still breathing a little hard, sweaty and smudged with red Alabama dirt, holding a content, ringlet-haired eight-month-old and looking a little concerned about it. He’s overly cautious and wide-eyed, one hand—the hand spanning the infant’s back—still badly painted with glittery pink nail polish.

Eli loves him so much it’s a little scary. “I need to go check on the goats,” he lies.

The goats are fine, which isn’t exactly a surprise, but as he’s walking back to the house, watching Hawk chase grasshoppers and trying to get a handle on his emotions, Eli receives a cryptic message from Cody instructing him to call back when he has a minute alone.

Curiosity piqued, Eli does.

“So,” Cody says after the second ring, “Alex is planning a surprise thing for you, but I’m pretty sure it’s the type of surprise you’d rather know about in advance.”

“Uh. Okay?”

“So do you want to know?”

“Do I? I trust your judgement.”

Cody lets out a sigh of relief. “Right. So. Alex asked Mama to borrow her truck tomorrow night and then asked me about typical date places around town as well as typical, uh…date places. I recommended the mill, obviously, but if you’d rather Eddy Spring, I can text Alex directions there instead. I think the mill will be safe since the day after Christmas isn’t going to be busy in terms of parking real estate, but it’s up to you, obviously.”

It takes Eli a moment to compute that.

“Oh my god,” he says faintly. “Are you serious?”

“Yup,” Cody says, popping the p.

“The mill is…”

Perfect.

Ridiculous.

The location of nearly every embarrassing erotic high school fantasy he’s ever had.

“Fine.” Eli clears his throat. “Your mom is letting him borrow the truck?”

“Mm-hmm. And it sounds like your grandma is going to supply him with a bed full of quilts and a picnic to share. Mama and Aba have been texting back and forth all day and are frankly a little disturbingly invested in getting you laid. Not that they’ve said that. Mama is talking about it as if y’all are going to hold hands and watch the sunset or something. I guess that bodes well for me, regardless though. If I ever decide to come out to them. This is about you though.”

“Oh my god,” Eli repeats.

“Anyway,” Cody continues, “from what I’ve gathered, Alex is going to take you to an early movie in town and then drive y’all up to park above the spillway and despoil you in the truck bed under the stars which”—Eli makes a noise, but Cody talks right over him—”is a little cliché for my taste but I’m pretty sure is exactly how you’d love to lose your virginity, weirdo that you are.”

“Uh. Yeah.”

“Uh, yeah?” Cody mimics, maybe mocking him a little.

“That would be nice,” Eli says delicately. And if that isn’t the most massive understatement—”I may have mentioned I didn’t get to do stuff like that in high school. So Alex might have remembered.”

“Ugh. Y’all are disgustingly cute. So, you’re okay with this? I didn’t want you to be blindsided.”

“No. No, I am. Holy shit, I am. Tomorrow? This is happening tomorrow?”

Oh fuck.

This is happening tomorrow.

“Yessir,” Cody says blithely, as if Eli isn’t having something of a crisis. “So make sure your manscaping is in order. And maybe bring bug spray. I told Alex the mosquitos are no joke out there, and he opted for citronella candles, romantic idiot that he is. Might be good to have a plan B.”

Eli isn’t really listening because he’s going to have sex with Alexander Price tomorrow.

Tomorrow.

“Cody,” Eli interrupts, and he stops walking. The back porch is getting a little too close for comfort. Hawk runs into his knees and then sneezes at him to show her displeasure. “Okay. Okay. So. This is happening. Tomorrow. Shit. What do I do?”

“I mean. Suck his dick, probably.”

“Cody.”

“Well. He’s definitely planning to suck yours.”

“Cody.”

But—

“Wait,” Eli says. “He told you that?”

“He didn’t need to. Have you seen the way he fellates his mouthguard between plays? That boy has an oral fixation a mile wide.”

And.

Yes.

Eli may have noticed that.

Somebody yells his name, and he jumps, squinting up toward the house.

It’s Anna, letting him know lunch is ready.

“I have to go,” he says. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

“You’d do the same for me. Or at least you’d better. Anything you want me to pass on to Alex? Any special requests?”

His voice is dripping with implication.

“Goodbye, Cody.”

“All right, all right. I expect deets for my trouble though. Preferably the minute you get home tomorrow night. I’ll stay up.”

“Goodbye, Cody.”

“DEETS, Elijah!”

Eli hangs up on him.


Chapter Three

“SO,” ALEX SAYS the following afternoon. “Do you want to go take a shower and get dressed to go out?”

Eli blinks up at him from where they’re lazily cuddling on the porch swing.

“I don’t know, do I?”

“I think you do.”

“Hmm,” he says, trying not to smile. “What do you mean by ‘out’? What would I need to wear?”
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